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Sev er a l of Chaucer' s invocations of t~e Sa ints in The 
Canterbury Ta l es h ave been r ecognized as ironic, but little 
effort h as been made to r ecover the popular l egendary mat erials 
which inform the irony , and no one has attemp t ed a systematic 
trea tment of the subject of irony in r egard t o these allus i ons . 
My aim h as been t o r e cover, insofar as t i me and r esources 
permit, the backgr ound mat eria l s which made such irony 
inte lligible t o a modern audience . 
I h ave had r efer ences t o saints ' lives , par t icularly t he 
most popular medieval treatment of them , The Go l den Legend, 
and to artisti c works ( s t a i ned gl ass windows , sta tuary, e t c .) 
which made up the popular i mpress ions of the saints to mos t 
medieval r eader s . I h ave a l so used the scholar ship av ailable , 
wherever it was r e l evant t o t he t op i c . 
For purposes of discussion , I h ave divided my treatment 




irony, in which the r ever sals of meaning in here in the innnediate 
context; predictive irony, in which sub&equent events render 
the invocations ironic; character revelation, in which the 
ironies amplify the ambiguities of characterization; and 
thematic irony, in which the invoca tions form a minoc 
thematic pattern. 
Major conclus ions from the study are r elated to the 
particular passages which they explicate. In general, 
there is proof that Chaucer ' s invocations of the saints 
are not merely bits of verisimilitude thrown in to punctuate 
the conversation of his characters. The invocation of 
the " doubting Thomas" by the credulous carpenter in "The 
Miller ' s Tale" serves to heighten an already ironic 
situation. Other instances serve to suggest or predict 
an outcome, as does the invocation of St. Cuthbert in "The 
Reeve ' s Tale," where the patron saint is identified, through 
common associations, with the teller of the t ale and his 
ultimate victory in a battle of sexual innuendo . The Wife 
of Bath ' s invocation of St. Joce expands the nuances of 
her characterization, expressing her deliberate torture of 
her fourth husband through sexual symbolism. The fourfold 
repetition of an inappropria t e invocation to St. Mary in 
"The Merchant ' s Tale" establishes a theme of covert 
burlesque upon the marriage of Mary and Joseph, seen 
ironically and from the husband ' s point of view. And 
finally, the association of St . Ronyan with lycanthropy expands 
the nuances of the Pardoner's characterization, and perhaps 
motivates, at least in part, his ironic performance. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The his tory of the Christian church can be viewed from 
the perspectives of mediation and response , or perhaps it 
would be be tter, theologi cally speaking, t o use the t erms 
sacrific i al and sacramental: sacrificial to des i gna t e man's 
attempt t o call upon God, and sacr amenta l t o designate God's 
response t o man's invocation. However, r egardless of the 
terms used, the attempt i s t o divide the way in which man has 
called upon God from the manner of God's response, One of 
the first observations that emerges from such a s tudy is 
that man quite often h as hesitated t o approach God directly , 
but has preferr ed to r e ly upon a mediat or . Why Christians 
have r esorted to such an approach is not an easily answered 
questi on, One suggestion, which has a great deal of merit, 
is tha t the Christian 
emphasis on the majes t y of God "high and lifted 
up (Isaiah 6: 1)" t ends t o r emove h im from the easy 
grasp of the humble worshipper who then g l adly 
avails himself of t he intercessions of "friends 
at court" -- the saint s who, for all their mor tal 
f a ilingi, h ave won a place ar ound the heavenly 
throne . 
Nevertheless, why Christians chose this approach to God is 
not so important as the fact that they did, for in this way 
they added both to the theory and to the history of Chris tianity 
1R. L. P. Milburn, Saints and Their Emblems in English 
Churches (London: Oxford Universi t y Press, 1949), pp . xiv-xv . 
2 
a very important concept: the interces_sory power of t~e 
saints, based upon lives , l egends and symbo l s attributed to 
them. The r esult was tha t t he practice of invoking the saints 
as intercessor s grew and fl ourished, so that by the time 
Chaucer wrote Th e Canterbury Ta les c asual r efer ence to the 
saints had become a commonpl ace of medi eval conversation; 
similarly, a pilgrimage t o the shrine of a sa int (Thomas~ 
Beckett, in this case) had become such a cormnonplace event 
that Chaucer could find it an appropria t e setting for an 
orgy of s tory telling , 
It would be hard t o say jus t when the invocation of the 
saints first began , partly because of a l ack of evidence, partly 
because the devel opment was evidently a s l ow pr ocess . The 
idea was r epugnant to some theologi ans who maintained that 
the prac tice indicated a "lack of faith in God's benevol ent 
providence . 112 Yet, in spite of this opposition, the practice 
grew, and with it a process which might be called specializa tion: 
that i s, a par t icul ar saint , for some r eason connected with 
his life , would be identified with a particular problem for 
which his name was routinely invoked . In this way the concept 
of the patron saint developed, St. Christopher, for example, 
2Milburn, p. xv. 
is (or at l eas t was until recently) considered the patron 
saint of traveller s. According to The Golden Legend, St. 
3 
Christopher wished to serve the mos t powerful king on earth, 
a king who h ad no fear, and so he travelled over the whole 
world in search of such a master; but his fir s t mas t er, a 
human king, proved himself afraid of the Devil, and so 
Chris topher abandoned his ser v ice for tha t of the Devil, only 
to find the Devil himself afr a id of Christ. Accordingly, the 
saint set out to find Christ . One night while he was sleeping 
by a river, Christ caJDe to h im in the form of a young boy , 
also a traveller , and asked the saint to carry him across . 
As St. Christopher did so, the water in the river began t o 
rise and the young boy became so heavy tha t St . Chris t opher 
could scarcely s upport him. But when he r eached the other side 
Chris t r evealed himsel f and St. Christopher pledged to serve 
him from then on . The "moral" commonly drawn from this tale 
was that Christopher (which means "Chris t bearer"), because 
of his acquaintance with the problems of traveller s, was 
probably the bes t saint t o invoke on a peril ous journey . 3 
The legend illustrates the way in which even the most peripher a l 
3J acobus de Voragine , The Golden Legend (New York: Longmans , 
Green, 1941) , pp. 377-382 . 
elements of a saint's story might become the basis of a 
"specializat i on" in s aintly powers of intercession. Most 
people today do not know the s t ory of St. Christopher, but 
many know enough to identify him on the dashboard of a car 
4 
or to associate him with traveller s . During their era of 
greatest popularity, however, the saints wer e known by nearly 
everybody, at leas t to the ex tent tha t their special power s 
were identified with a hos t of particular problems. 
The deve l opment of patron saints usually came about 
through association with some particular ac t that the saint 
had done in his lifetime. The practice came into be ing , in 
fact, long befor e St. Chris t opher became a patr on saint. 4 
One hagiogr apher traces the emergence of both the invocation 
of the saint s and the concept of the patron saint to the fourth 
century: 
This bel i ef that in the saint s the worshipper 
possessed sympathizers, well acquainted with 
human fra i lty, but, because of their merits , 
powerful advocates with God, l ed on to the 
opinion that particular saints interceded most 
natura lly and r eadi l y for those places and 
c auses which had been dear to them during their 
lifetime . As ear l y as A. D. 386 St . Gr egor y 
o f Nyssa, a careful and somewhat academic 
theologi an, could procl aim concer ning a l ocal 
martyr, St. Theodor e , "this , as we believe, 
i s he who, throughout the past year , h as calmed 
the r aging of the barbarians and stayed 5he t errible ons l aught of the fier ce Scythians ...• 
4John Coulson, ed ., The Sa ints: A Concise Biographica l 
Dictionary (New York: Guil d Press , 1957), p. 181 . 
\iilbur n, p . xvii. 
5 
The patron saint concept became so popular among the connnon 
people that, for convenience, a selected group of the saints 
were ·formally arranged in a list of "The Fourteen Holy Helpers." 
Coulson records the lis t of these saints as follows : 
1. Achatius, against headache 
2. Barbara, agains t lightning, fire, explosion 
and sudden death 
3. Blaise, against diseases of the throa t 
4. Catherine, by philosophers, students and 
lawyers 
5. Christopher, by travel l ers 
6 . Cyriacus, agains t maladies of the eye 
7. Denis , agains t headaches and rabies 
8. Erasmus, agains t cramp and diseases of the 
intestines 
9. Eus tace , by hunters and sometimes t o save 
us from f ire of all kinds , including eternal 
fire 
10. George, by soldi e r s , and sometimes agains t 
skin diseases 
11. Giles, against· epilepsy, insanity, s t erility 
and cases of demonic possession 
12. Margar et , by pregnant women, and during 
childbirth 
13. Pantaleon , agains t phthisis and other wasting 
diseases 
14. Vitus (or Guy), against epilegsy and against 
the "dance" bearing his name. 
The popularity of the saints a l so brought with it the 
practice of vener ating holy things and holy places, and 
this in turn promoted a flourishing oral tradition: the 
connnon people as they travelled would spread the news of 
great mirac l es performed by one of their local saints. 
Great care was t aken by theologians to discourage fabrications, 
6coulson, pp. 291-292 . 
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but the masses were not so inhibited: they wer e l ess 
interested in accuracy than in tales of excitement and wonder, 
and in demonstra ting the superiority of their local saint . 
These popular legends also t ended t o incorporate or draw upon 
sensual associa tions more appropriate to pagan s uperstiti ons 
than t o Christ i an theology : 
••• popular devotion, in language and sentiment, 
frequently outran the sober definitions of 
scholars and appr oximated clos~ly t o a polytheism 
which from time t o time aroused the mockery of 
the hea then and the protes t s of the faithful. 
The saints, in fact, minis t er ed t o the same 
kind of religious need as the pagan genii of 
mounta ins , valleys and forests had done, and 
eager pil grimages were made to the ir t ombs. 
It had been the opinion of Pl ato tha t souls 
bound down by their sensuality were unable t o 
break away from their earthly chains and "wander ed 
about the monuments -and t ombs ," and this association 
of the depar t ed spir it with the place where its 
body l ay was ext ended in a later age to a ll soul s 
and, in particul ar t o the nobl est of a ll -- the 
heroes of pagani sm and the Christian saints . 7 
The mixture of pagan thought, emphasizing sensua l ity , and 
Chris tian thought, emphas i zing s pirituality, al lowed for the 
devel opment of bawdy tales in addition to what might be ca lled 
"proper" t a l es . By the t ime of the Renaissance, the t a l es in 
the popular tradition had degener ated so much that they were 
condemned by the humani s t, Er asmus . Er asmus treat ed as f oo l s 
"those who l ove t o hear or t e ll feign 'd Miracles and strange 
7 
Milburn, pp. xx- xxi. 
lyes, and are never weary of any Tale, though never so 
long, so it be of Ghosts, Spirits, Goblings, Devils, or 
the like; which the farther they ar e from the truth, the 
more readily they ar e believ 'd •.•• 118 
Hagiographical anecdotes wer e passed from g~neration 
to generation in a number of ways. Many, if not all, of 
the cormnon people were illiterate, and thus the written 
tradition was known primarily to those of higher social 
7 
order: clergymen, princes, kings, etc . "The common run of 
medieval people r eceived their instruction in life and 
manner s not from books but from pictures, and par ticul arly 
from the pictures which met their eyes week by week and 
9 
perhaps day by day in their parish churches. " Stained 
glass windows, s tatues, murals, e tc . , dep icting saints' lives 
and other religious themes permeated their environment. 
Milburn indicates the effec tiveness of the process when he 
points out that the common peopl e could easily identify a 
saint by looking a t a stained gl ass window or some other 
representation, and identifying the symbol accompanying it 
with some major exploit of the saint' s legend. 
The craftsman might display his skill by illus tra ting 
8Granger Ryan and Helmut Ripperger, "Foreword," The 
Golden Legend, .2.E.· cit., p. vii. 
9Milburn, p . xi. 
the favourite s t ories from the New Tes tament 
as well as those Old Testament scenes -- Noah 
and the Ark, Moses lifting up the serpent in 
the wilderness , Elijah in his f iery chariot, 
and the res t -- ..• ; but many churches were 
embellished principal ly with figures of saints, 
e ach standing a l one , correctly habited in 
accordance with his calling as bishop or abbot 
8 
or king or knight, and often holding some object 
which recalled a miraculous exploit or the manner 
of an heroi c death . In time these emblems 
bec ame so convent iona l tha t it was r eadily 
possible for the pious churchman , as he s t ood 
be fore a " s toried window ," to i dentify the 
figures therein r epresent ed , even when no name 
or inscription was added, and thus t o be r eminded 
of the effective patronage of 0these saints and 
the ir power for weal or woe. 
However, the c01IU11on man could identify not only loca l saints, 
or universally r ever ed saints like Peter and Paul, but 
apparently some of the saint s honored in other countries . 
Commoners, of course, wer e not in a position to trave l a 
great deal, but the craf t smen (many of whom were for eign-
born), who des i gned and built the windows and structures, 
were. They brought with them the ir own s tyle and, quite 
probably, their own f avori t e saints and stories . The 
0 • 
rebuilding of the choir of Canterbury Cathedral i s an 
instance in whi ch French craftsmen were employed by the 
English: 
••• during 1 Becket ' s exile h e chanced to 
be in Sens at the very time t hat the gr eat 
French architect, William of Sens, was finishing 
lOMilburn , p . xi. 
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the first attempt in pointed Gothic~ This 
probably explains why, when the choir of Canterbury 
Cathedra l was des troyed by fire , the monks in 
1174 summoned William to r ebuild it .••• The 
selection of tha t fo~eign architec t assists in 
explaining why the mosaic glass a t Canterbury 
so closely resembles the l a t e Twelfth Century 
windows at Sens, and permits us to conjecture 
that with the Fr1nch architect there came over French glaziers. 1 
It is not hard to understand then, why, for example, connnoners 
in England, both before and after Chaucer knew about saints 
who seem obscure to us. It would be difficult to demons trate 
that the craft smen were the main transmitter s of hagiography, 
and yet the ir importance must not be overlooked. St. 
Laurence, who was martyred in 258 A.D., was primarily 
venerated near Rome. However, "at Ludlow (in Britain) a 
window dating from about 1450 gives twen ty- seven scenes 
from his life and mirac l es. 1112 Why an obscure town in 
Britain should h ave a window depicting what would seem to 
be an obscure Roman saint i s easily expl ained by the presence 
of itiner ant gl aziers and artisans. The important point 
is not the method of transmission , however , but the fac t 
that it was connnon for even the most illiterate people to 
have a good awareness of the lives and l egends of saints 
11
charles Sherrill Hitchcock, Stained Gl ass Tours in 
England, 2nd ed . (New York: John Lane Co., 1910), p. 41 . 
1
¾1ilburn, p . 156. 
10 
who now seem obscure. 
The other major fac tor involved in the education of 
the masses r egarding both Biblical stories and saints' lives 
was. the folk drama . It has been pointed out that "the 
mystery plays and the later moralities • are the embodiment, 
the dramatic portrayal of many of the legends • • 1113 
The plays were usually presented on the great f eas t days 
of the Ecclesiastical year. However, in spite of the 
spiritual seriousness of the occasion, the common people 
were quite often worldly-minded. In fact, " when the English 
medieval smith or carpenter, cobbler or bowyer, turned 
playgoE-J; at Whitsuntide, he assis t ed at a play which 
expressed himself as well as its scriptural folk. 1114 The 
many instances of folk humour in these plays (i.e. Noah's 
shrewish wife) were much in the spirit of the Whitsunday 
f estival, if not of the scrip tures they were meant to 
illustrate. Chaucer's morality play allusions in the 
bawdy Miller's Tale (Absolon plays "Herod on a hye scaffold" 
to impress Alison) probably do not misrepresent the mixture 
of gross humour and piety which surrounded these fes tival s . 
13de Voragine, p. xiv . 
14
Ibid. 
The mixing of the sacred and the secular a llowe d for 
a presentation, either in literature or on the stage, 
involving irony. In some cases irony has been presented 
11 
in a general way , and in o thers it i s very specific. The 
"Second Shepherds ' Pl ay" is an example of a dr ama in which 
a burlesque of the birth of Christ is present ed in ironic 
contras t t o the Nativity scene . The "Miller ' s Tale" employs 
a similar parody in the imagery of the " dry flood, " which 
accompanies the old carpenter's efforts t o become a second 
Noah . Similarly, we can expec t to find in the invocation 
of the saint s ins t ances in which the saint ' s l egend provides 
an element of irony when contras t ed with the s ituation in 
which the saint i s used. These instances have been the 
pri.miary obj ect of my r esearch. 
In spite of the r e l evance of the saints ' legends t o 
t hose passages in which invocations occur, very little has 
been done to explicate the ironies which may be present . 
The lack of explica tion i t would seem i s due partly to the 
many difficultie s wnQch surround the r ecovery of popular 
lore concerning the saint s , but scholarly tradition i s 
also invol ved . Skeat seems t o have set the pace f or most of 
the scholarship because , when a saint ' s name appear s , his 
connnents are general in nature ; e . g . , he connnents tha t the 
carpenter who lived at Oxford would swear by St. Frideswide 
(A 3449) since the saint's priory was nearby . Manly, al though 
12 
he occasionally touches on the ironic poss ibility of an 
invocation, generally does so only in cases r e levant to 
character portrayal ( such as the Prioress ' s oath "by St . Loy" ). 
Robinson , in his edition, includes much of t he s cholarship 
avail able on the subject, but like Skeat and Manly, r es tricts 
his comments t o brief general i za tions . However, an a ttempt 
has been made in published articles to demonstrate that a 
few of the invocations ar e ironic . R. H. Cline ' s "Four 
Chaucer Saints1115 is perhaps the most ambitious of these . 
Mos t o f the available articles are brief notes designed t o 
explicate a s ingle reference . Agnus MacDonal d ' s " Absolon 
and St. Neot1116 i s represent ative of this kind of material. 
There are, in addition, two doctoral dissertations that 
deal in general with the hagiogr aphy of the period : the 
fir s t of these , h owever, was no t available t o me, 17 and the 
second does not treat the subject of irony. 18 In other wor ds, 
no extensiv e work on the subject has yet been published. 
15R. H. Cline , "Four Chaucer Saints, " Modern Language 
Notes, LX (1945), 480-482 . 
16 
• Agnus MacDonald, "Absol on and St. Neot," Neophilol ogus, 
XLVIII (1964) , 235- 237 . 
17Dorothy MacBride Norris, "The Saints in English Poetry 
from Chaucer t o Milton," Doctoral Dissertation, Iowa, 1932 . 
18Irene Pettit McKeehan , "Some Rel ationships be t ween. 
the Legends of British Saints and Medieval Romance," Doctoral 
Disserta t ion, Univer sity of Chicago, 1924 . 
Nevertheless, a careful study of the ironic implications 
which surround many of Ch aucer' s references to the saints 
may in fact add another dimension to the appreciation of 
Chaucer' s wi t. 
13 
My aim, then, i s t o supply the evidence necessary for 
such an appreciation in so far as is possible. There ar e 
a number of difficulties in such a s tudy, however. The 
greatest of these lies in the at t empt to establ ish the 
commonplace associations which must h ave been present in 
the minds of Chaucer's contemporaries. Since so much of 
the tradition surrounding the saints was oral, and s i nce 
many associations would have been de l eted by those pious 
scholars who have edited the lives of the saints , anyone 
who seeks t o re-establish t he context of Chaucer's al lusions 
is faced with a lack of r e l evant document s even i n the bes t 
of libraries . It has not been my good fortune to have 
the bes t of l i brar i es with which to work , nor have I had 
the .time to search elsewhere for mat er i al which intuition 
tells me mus t have existed in many cases. Necessarily , 
then, my explica tion of Chaucer ' s ironic use of saints ' 
names will be fragmentary, a lthough I hope to present 
enough evidence to indicate the need for futher work in 
this area. 
In documenting my study I have been forced to r e ly 
heavily upon written accounts of the saint s ' lives which 
14 
presumably reflect ! n format.ion available to Chaucer . Where 
possible, I have employed sources closer to the popular 
imagination of the time: conunonly accepted symbols established 
by the representation of saints in s tained glass windows, 
statuary, etc. Of course, I also recognize a problem of 
literary point of view: in many cases plausible explanations 
of the text may be made wi thout recourse t o esoteric information 
concerning the saint involved. Nevertheless, if~I am right, 
enough evidence exists to show that Chaucer was often aware 
of the popular associations of a saint, and that he used 
such informa tion to increase the subtle humo~r of the Tales . 
I have divided Chaucer's ironic use of the saints, for 
purposes of discussion, into ·the following, somewhat arbitrary, 
categories. In a number of invocations the setting is of 
such a nature that the invocation is appropriate in the 
mouth of the speaker, but when viewed in context can be seen 
to have an ironic twist. There are also instances in which 
the setting is such that the invocation i s totally inappropriate, 
and in such ins tances the irony lies first of all in the 
allusion itself. These invocations I have classified as 
situational. In some of the invocations, a foretelling of 
one sort or another occurs; i.e., at the time the saint is 
invoked the irony is not immediately evident, but at some 
point later on in the tale, when the invocation is brought 
to fruition, the irony becomes obvious. I have categorized 
15 
these ins t ances under the heading predic tive . Perhaps the 
most common gr oup of invocations are those which give some 
ins ight into the pers onality of either the per sona in the 
tales, or the pilgrim narra t or s themsel ves . I have classified 
thes e ins t ances under the heading char acter r eve lations . 
The las t grouping I h ave called thema t ic : not in the sense 
that the invoc a tions of a saint s et a gener a l theme for a 
tale , but tha t the r epea t ed occurrence of a particular 
saint' s name sugges t s a minor thematic pattern, often r e l a t ed 
to bhe major theme of the t a l e . 
Of course , although Chaucer appar ently used the s aints 
often in an ironic f ash ion, he did not begin his work with 
the intention of illus tra ting any such concep t as predictive 
irony; Chaucer' s a im was to present t a l es of "lus t and 
lore." The ironic c a t egories in this paper hav e been 
superimposed (jus tifiably , I th i nk) upon the Ta l es for 
purposes of explication. This process naturally has 
limita tions : in s ome cases ther e i s an overlapping of the 
ca t e gories in which an i ns t ance may be t rea t ed, and in 
the case of "The Miller' s Ta l e ," although the cat egor ies 
could be used, the explica t ion i s mor e effective i f the 
groupings ar e abandoned i n favor of treating the inter l ocking 
ironies in the "Tale" a s a whole . Ther efor e , after a 
demons trat ion of each of the c at egories I have sugges t ed 
her e , I sha ll treat "The Miller' s Ta l e" in a separ a t e chap t er. 
16 
Perhaps one final r emark is in order. There are a 
number of instances in which a saint is invoked or a lluded 
to in which the setting is such that irony is strongly 
suggested, but evidence is lacking to demonstrat e exac tly 
what this irony is. For example, when, in "The Miller's 
Tale," Nicholas has propositioned Alison by grabbing her 
by "the queynte" (A 3274) , she promises to grant him her 
love, and swears "by seint Thomas of Kent, / That she wo l 
ben at his commandement" (A 3291-92). 19 It seems apparent 
from the bawdy nature of the situation that the r eference 
to St. Thomas~ Becket is either grossly inappropriate 
or tha t it conceals some licentious story or legend involving 
the saint, but I have been unable to unearth any evidence 
to support my suspicion . If such an allusion existed in 
Chaucer's t ime, it ha s perished as part of that oral tradition 
rejected by the pious editors of saints' lives. The 
refer ence to St. Peter in "The Friar's Tale" (D 1332) is 
another example. During the pilgrimage a verbal battle 
occurs between the Friar and Summoner . In introducing his 
tale, the Friar reminds his audience, and his foe the 
Summoner, tha t he can tell a story of a corrupt ecclesiastical 
19All quotations are from F . N. Robinson, ed ., The Works 
of Geoffrey Chaucer, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957). 
17 
court without fear of r e tribution since friars have a special 
dispensation gr anting them immunity from ecclesiastical 
prosecution . The r emark upset s the Sunnnoner for two r easons : 
he realizes t he tale will blemi s h the r eputation of eccl es i as tical 
jus tice , and it i s a direct at t ack upon his own calling . To 
even the scor e , he r e torts: "Pe t er! so been the wommen of 
the styve / ••• yput out of our cure !" (D 1332-33). In 
a note, Robinson explains tha t the "wommen of the s t yve" 
wer e pros titutes , and that their "houses of ill fame ••• 
were licensed and exempted from ecc l esiastical control . 11 20 
However, this does not explain the use of St. Peter's name 
in the passage , and unfortunatel y I have not been able to 
find any link whi ch might explain the connection, other than 
the conventiona l link between Peter and the "chair of Peter" 
which licensed the pros titutes . 
20R b' o 1.nson , p . 705n. 
·Chapter I 
SITUATIONAL IRONY 
As I have indicated in my introduction, situational irony 
in Chaucer' s use of saints ' names occurs in t wo ways. Fir st, 
it may occur when the invocation spoken i s appropriate to 
the speaker, but in contextual perspective is seen to be ironic. 
This mode will be referr ed to as "congruous" situational irony. 
Second, irony may occur when the setting is such that any pious 
invocation would be obviously ironic . In such a c ase , 
however, the subtleties of ironic meaning often lie not in 
the inappropriateness of the invocation, but in the de t ails 
of the l egend attributed t o the saint invol ved . This mode 
will be r eferred to as "incongruous" situa tional irony . The 
"Reeve ' s Tale" contains examples of both types. In the t a l e, 
Allen, who has jus t sung his "dawn song" to the Miller's 
daughter after sleeping wit h her a ll night, i s . about t o crawl 
back into bed (he thinks) with his friend John. Of course 
Allen does not r ealize that he is climbing into the Miller ' s 
be d by mistake , and says 
"Thou John, thou swynes heed, Awak, 
For Christes s aule , and h eer a noble game 
For by that Lo~d that called is Saint Jame, 
As I have thrice in this shorte nyght 
Swyved the milleres doght er bolt upright. . . (A 4262- 66) 
The general inappropriateness of t he St. James expletive 
is obvious . However, the irony lies i n the oral tradition 
19 
surrounding St. James . The Golden Legend r e cords the f ollowing 
description of James and his bro ther J ohn . 
Both h ad t he s ame zeal, the same eagernes s 
to l earn, and the same des ire . They had the 
same zea l t o avenge our Lord: f or when the 
Samaritans di d no t r ece i ve Chris t , J ames and 
John said: "Lor d , wilt tha t we command fire t o 
come down f r om heaven and consume them?" They 
h ad the s ame eagerness t o l earn: hence they wer e 
the first t o ques tion Chris t abou t the day of 
judgment, and other th i ngs to come . They had 
the same desire to gain profit fo r thems elves , 
for they wished t o s it one at the right hand 
and the other a t the l eft of Chris t. He [James] 
is called the son of thunder because of the 
sonority of his pr eaching , wh i ch t err i fied 
the wi cked , ar oused t he s l othfu l, and~ t he 
admir ation of all £y_ i ts l oudness . (I t a lics 
mine ) 2 
As the l egend indica t es , it was commonplace during the 
medieva l period to associ a t e James with his bro ther John . 
It would no t have been diff icult f or Chaucer' s audience 
to see a paralle l be t ween t he Sa ints J ames and J ohn, and 
Allen and J ohn in "The Reeve ' s Tal e ," especi ally when t he 
three dis t i nc t characteris tics of Saints James and John are 
somewhat parodied in the s t ory. The " zeal t o avenge" i s 
evidenced by the f act tha t Allen and John had s t ayed overnight 
at the miller' s house so t hey could r epay him in s ome way f or 
21de Voragine , p. 369 . 
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stealing a portion of their meal . The "eagerness t o l earn" 
is paralle l ed by the fact that both Allen and John were 
s t udents, and " the same desire" parallel i s evidenced by the 
fact tha t while Allen i s s leeping with the miller ' s daughter, 
John is in bed with the miller ' s wife . The incongruity of 
the paralle ls as they are devel~ped in the "Tale" would have 
become obv ious to Chaucer ' s audience when Allen invokes St. 
J ames. A second , and ev en mor e humorous, parallel, which 
woul d a l so have been evident t o Chaucer's contemporaries, 
lies in the a llus i on to preaching . Allen, at the time of the 
invocation , i s like St. James in that he is preaching. 
Unknowingl y, though, he i s preaching to the mil l er. Neverthe less , 
Allen does in fact " t errify the wicked ," and "arouse the 
slothful, 11 but in the very opposite way that St. James would 
have done . The r esult is that Allen wins anything but 
" admiration" for his preaching . In spi t e of the aptness of 
the. para lle l s, the crowning touch i s ye t t o come. Milburn 
tel l s us tha t af t er his death St . J ames was enshrined a t 
Compos t ella in Spain and that " I n order t o visit it, Englishmen 
were prepared even t o withs t and the rigors of a voyage across 
the Bay of Biscay. 1122 He then goes on to poi nt out that 
the visit to the shrine of St . James was so arduous tha t a 
22Milburn, p. 135 . 
poem h ad developed: 
Men may l eve all gamys 
Tha t sayl en t o Seynt James. 
For many a man it gramys'
23 When they begin t o sayle. 
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Although the poem quoted was not written down until the 
fifteent h century, it i s no t onl y possible , but r a ther 
_evident that something similar was present in Chaucer ' s 
mind when he has Allen say , 
Awak, 
For Christz!!.S'saule, and heer a noble game 
For by that Lord called i s Saint Jame . (A 4262-64) 
The irony i s that the "noble game" which Allen wants to t e ll 
i s one of the very t ypes of " gamys" that men mus t leave to 
c all upon, or invoke, St. James. However , instead of leaving 
the game Allen intends to replay it, albeit vicariously, and 
thus provokes the furious battle which ends the story . 
While the invocation of Saint James is an example of an 
incongruous situational irony, the invocation of The Holy Cross 
of Broholm i s an example of what has been defined as a congruous 
situational irony . 24 The invocation is appropriate in the 
mouth of the speaker, but r esults in irony when viewed from 
its con t extual perspective. The mil l er ' s wife does the 
invoking . Just after Allen has c l imbed into bed with the 
23Milburn, p. 135 . 
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"Hooly croys of Bromeholm" (A 4286), r efers to what was 
believed to be a piece of the cross on which Christ was 
crucified. During the medieval era the invocation of relics 
was as common as the invocation of saints. 
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miller and t old hilll of his "noble game," the miller s t arts a 
fight with Allen. In t he ensuing s truggl e the wife is 
awakened and begi ns to call fo r help: 
"He lp! hooly croys of Bromeholm, " she s eyde , 
" In manus t uas ! Lord, to thee I calle! 
Awake , Symond ! the fiend i s on me fal l e. 
My herte i s broken; help ! I nam but deed ! 
Ther lyth oon upon my wombe and on myn heed . 
Help, Symkyn, f or the false clerkes fight !" 
(A 4286- 91) 
As R. A. Pr a tt points out, "The invoca tion i s comple tely 
appropria t e t o the wife ' s specific needs of the moment . • 
It call s accurately upon the powers a ttributed to the Cr oss 
11 25 
of Bromholm: the exorcism of demons, the r estitution of bodily 
injury, and the resurrection of t he dead. 
The precise needs o·f Symkyn ' s wife, and the 
details of the miracles of the Cross of Bromholm 
as handed down by Roger Wen.dover, correspond 
in three part icu l ar s : 
1) "the fiend i s on me falle." 
obsess i a daernonibus liberantur. 
2) "myn h erte is broken." 
infirmus .. • incolurnis e t sanus r ecedit . 
3) " I nam but died ! " 
mortuis vita . •. res titui tur. 
Whether Symkyn ' s wife was able t o invoke divine 
aid with such fel icitous accur acy because her 
father was " the person of the t own ," or because 
of "hir nortelrie that she hadde learned in the 
nonnerie , 11 or because the various exper i ences 
o f the devo t ees of Br omholm were known a t a 
dis t ance i s a matter about which we can only 
specul ate. At l east we know tha t s he was now 
free of daemons, and that she soon regained 
25R. A. Pratt, "Chaucer and The Holy Cross of Br omholm, 11 
Modern Language Notes , LXX (1955) , 324 . 
sufficient life and vigor to smite the perilous 
Symkyn with the blow of a staff upon his "pyled 
skull. 11 26 
23 
There is, however, more to the appropriateness of the invocation 
t han Pratt makes clear . First, there is the doubling of the 
meaning of the words used in the invocat i on. She says, 
Lord, to thee I calle! 
Awak, Symond! the fi end i s on me falle. 
(A 4287- 88) 
Symond is, as a matter of fact, the one who fel l on her 
("down he fil bakward upon his wyf" A 4281), and the 
line can eas ily be r ead as "Symond the fiend i s on me fall," 
thereby equating the miller with the devil. 
Second, as has already been explained, the invocation is 
appropria te to the speaker, but when the invoca tion i s viewed 
in perspect ive it becomes ironic. The miller's wife has 
called for divine assistance by invoking the "hooly croys of 
Bromholm. " This particular relic i s , from our viewpoin t, a 
piece of wood. However, for Chaucer and his contemporaries, 
wood was related to a l arge number of important events in 
the spiritual his tory of mankind. For example, in The Golden 
Legend, great care is taken to explain that the wood of the 
;ree of good and evil in the Garden of Eden is the same wood 
that was used by Sol omon to build the t empl e , and is a l so 
the same wood that was used to make the cross on which 
26 Pratt , p • 3 2 5 • 
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Christ was crucified . In between these three major spiritual 
events the same piece of wood is associated with a number of 
minor events, and Jacobus sums up the special significance 
attributed to wood by stating: 
It would appear that Saint Paul referred to the 
four different kinds of wood when he said; "You 
may be able to comprehend, with all the saints, 
what is the breadth, and l ength, and height, and 
depth . " Augustine, the gr eat teacher, interprets 
these words in this fashion: "The Cross of 
Christ: the breadth is the cross beams upon 
which His arms were outstretched; the length 
reaches from the earth to the crossbeam on which 
His body hung; the height is above the crossbeam 
where His head res ted; but the depth ½sunder the 
earth in which the Cross was buried." 7 
In addition t o the mystical and miraculous element associated 
with wood, a staff made of wood was naturally associated with 
the clergy because the clergy were considered shepherds of 
the flocks of Christ . It was quite common in the stained 
glass windows and other art forms of the day t o present a 
saint with a s taff in his hand. Thus for Chaucer's audience, 
when the wife's plea for assistance against the "fiend" who 
"is on me falle" is answered, the identification of the holy 
cross with the "staff" she uses to smite the miller on his 
11pyled skull" is evident: the cross has exorcised a demon, 
but ironical l y not the one she imagines in her plea. 
"The Sunnnoner's Tale" also provides an example of a 
27de Voragine, pp . 270-271. 
25 
congruous situational irony, although it is not extremely 
complicated. As the "Tale" begins, the Summoner is describing 
a friar and his helpers at work. The friar is the one who does 
the t alking, while his two friends take care of the mechanical 
processes involved ; i.e. the first one writes the names and 
the gifts of donors on a piece of ivory, whil e the second 
person collects all the gifts in a sack. In effec t, then, the 
friar's operation i s triune, and may suggest, together with 
other hints in the "Tale, " a parody of the feast of the Holy 
Trinity . This celebration had in Chaucer ' s ti.me recently 
been made obligatory throughout Christianity. 
The observance of Trinity Sunday, the firs t 
Sunday af t er Pentecost, in honour of the Trinity, 
seems to have originated early in the t enth 
century . It spread gradually, partly through the 
influence of Cluny, but was not made obligatory on 
the whole Church until the first half of the 
fourteenth century . 28 
The allocation of a special day in the church year for honoring 
the " Holy Trinity" was parallel to the canonization of a 
saint, which a l so involved the allotment of a special day . 
This accounts for the "Saint Trinity" often invoked in the 
Tales. 
As the Sun:unoner continues his "Tale" it is more and mor e 
obvious that the friar and his two partners are the real 
28Kenneth Scott Latourette,!:_ History of Christianity 
(New York: Harper and Bros ., 1953), p . 534 . 
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benefi ciaries of the charity solicit ed on behalf of t heir 
order. As soon as the trio depart, the names and the g ifts 
written on the ivory t able t are removed . 
And whan that he was out a t dore, anon 
He planed away the names everichon 
That he biforn had writen i n his tables . (D 1757-59) 
Thus , as t he evidence is removed, it would be quite simple 
for this trio t o abscond with the goods ; tha t they did so is 
implied by the fact that the Friar listening t o the "Tale" 
objects t o this detail vehemently: 
" Nay , ther thou lixt, thou Somonour !" quod the Frere . 
"Pees, 11 quod oure Roost . • • (D 1761-62) 
When the Swmnoner r e turns to his "Tal e," his trio have reached 
the home of a man called Thomas . Thomas ' s wife greets the 
Friar perhaps too affectionately, offering a suggestion of 
some complicity between the two. Just before the friar is sent 
in t o t a l k to Thomas about giving money to his order, the 
wife says , 
"Chideth him well, for seint e Trinitee ! (D 1824) . " 
Superficially, of course , gifts were supposed to be offered 
in honor of the Triune God and in this sense the r emark is 
appropriate. However, in contextual perspective , it is 
apparent that the Friar and his partners are , ironically, the 
" seinte Trinitee" to whom t he gift s will go . 
If we now move t o "The Friar ' s Tale ," we will find more 
examples of s ituational irony . The "Tale" i s about a 
sunnnoner who vio l ates his office by practicing ex t ortion . The 
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summoner meets a "gay yeman" who, from the des cription 
provided, can be identified as a " fiend ." In the conversation 
that fo llows , the summoner learns that this devi l earns his 
livi ng by extortion. The summoner confesses tha t he earns 
his living in exactly the s ame way , 
"Now cert es, 11 quod this S omonour, 11 so fare I. 
I spare not to t aken , God it woot , 
But i f it be to hevy or to hoo t . 
What I may ge te in counseil prive ly, 
No maner conscience of tha t have I. 
Ner e myn extorcioun, I myghte not lyven, 
Ne of swiche japes wol I not be s hryven. (D 1434- 40) 
Previously, however, t he summoner and the f i end had agreed tha t 
t he two of them should work toge ther , and for Chaucer' s 
audience the Summoner had, in effect, made a pact with the 
devil . The summoner concludes the pac t by saying, 
Wel be we met , by God and by Se int Jame ! (D 1443 ) 
The i ncongruity of conc luding a pact with t he devil by giving 
the credit t o God and Saint J ames i s obvious even to a 
modern r eader . However, for Chaucer ' s contemporaries the 
r eference to St. James i s even more apropos because in the 
medieval art forms St . J ames "regul arly appear s dressed as a 
pilgr im with s t a ff, wallet, and a scallop- shell in his hat. 11 29 
In the "Tale" the summoner and the fiend ar e like St. James 
(and like the pilgrim audience) in tha t they , too, are 
dressed in "pilgrim" or travelling attire . However, in the 
29Milburn, p . 135 . 
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r epr esentations of St. James as a pilgrim the mos t significant 
symbol i s the wallet, and that is exactly the place wher e 
the two extortionists would put the fruits of their labors . 
But the remark is also ironic in that, as a matter of fact, 
no one would be h appier than God and Saint James to see 
this perverted pair " go to the devil." The fact tha t Chaucer 
has the Friar himself suggest it serves to prove that the 
irony was intentional. 
The l ast instance of situational irony that will be 
d iscussed is unique because it involves t wo different saints 
and the relationship between them . Perhaps irony is not the 
best term to describe the manner of the invocations ; nevertheless, 
the way that Chaucer presents- the '. 1 invocat ions requires some 
comment . In "The Friar' s Tale," the summoner ' s main goal seems 
t o be " one up" on everyone . At one point in the s tory the 
sunnnoner and the devi l come upon an old man trying t o get his 
horses to pull a load of hay out of a mudhole . The old man 
is, at fir st, unsuccessful and says, 
The devel have al, bothe hors and cart and h ey! 
(D 154 7) 
The summoner, after hearing this remark encourages the 
devil to go and t ake what the o l d man has apparently given 
him . The devil replies in the negative because he real i zes 
The earl spak oo thing, but he thoghte another . 
(D 1568) 
The sunnnoner then decides he is going to teach the devil 
29 
something about ext ortion -- he intends to be "one up" even 
on the devil . In the scene that follows, the summoner, in 
the process of teaching the devil the techniques of extortion, 
unjustly accuses a poor old woman. However, he - tells the 
ol d woman that he can be bought for "twelf pens ." 
"Twelf pens!" quad she, "now lady Seinte Marie 
So wisly h e lp me out of care and synne ." (D 1604-5) 
The sunnnoner, scoffing at her plea, r etorts, 
"Pay me," quad he, "or by the sweet seinte Anne . 
(D 1613) 
The summoner's foolish fondness for one-upmanship is again 
apparent in these lines, for the old lady may call upon the 
mother of God, but the summoner will go higher to call upon 
the mother of God ' s mother. "(Anne' s position as " tutor" to 
Mary was emphasized by standard medieval representations of 
her "teaching the Virgin to r ead. 11 30) Of course, such hybris 
is appropriately punished as the summoner is carried off to 
burn in hell. 
Situational irony, as has been demonstrated, is 
immediately evident, if not obvious to a modern r eader. On 
the other hand, predictive irony, the subject of the next 
chapter, r equires more reflection on the part of the reader. 
30 




Predictive irony occurs when the implications of an 
invoca tion may be seen when the saint i s invoked , but not 
brought t o fruition until later in the t a l e . In other words, 
the associa tions of the saint ' s name predict or provide a 
shadow of things to come . This chapter will deal with four 
particul ar examples : St. Cuthbert in "The Reeve 's Ta l e , 11 
St. Peter in "The Canon ' s Yeoman ' s Prol ogue ," and St s. John 
and Charity in "The SU1mDoner's Tal e ." The invocation of 
St. Cuthbert in "The Reeve ' s Tale" se t s the pace in this 
category . St. Cuthbert was wide ly r ecognized as an emblem 
of hospitality. As R. H. Cline notes , "St. Cuthbert on one 
occasion entertained angel s unaware and was r ewarded by 
having food miraculously supplied him. 11 31 He was 
identified not only with the principle of hospitality, 
but with the idea that hospitality will be appropriate l y 
re~arded. Another account of his attributes adds the 
following features t o his character : 
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One of his noted qualities was the extraordinary 
influence exercised by his personality, an 
influence which can be explained by the way in 
which he made the inter ests of other persons 
Cline , p . 481. 
his own. He really seems to have been able to 
enter into the feelings of others, . •• and he 
threw himself wholeheartedly into the task of 
r econciling a connnunity much31ivided both 
ideologically and radically. 
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As Chaucer develops the character of Simon, the miller in 
"The Reeve ' s Tale, " it i s evident that he is the antithesis 
of St. Cuthbert. Simon, indeed, has an influential personality 
and makes the interes t s of other people his own, not in a selfless 
but completely grasping way . Simon, t oo, throws himself 
into the problem of community r e lations, but his avarice 
and cunning widen the gap be tween town and gown rather than 
narrow it. As far as hosp itality i s concerned, unlike St. 
Cuthbert who was unknowingly a gracious hos t to angels and 
therefore was r ewarded, Simon deliberately cheats his visitors , 
and tricks the two students into paying for a night ' s 
lodging by forcing them to lose the entire day chasing their 
horses, which he h ad unhitched in order that he might steal 
their corn without interference . 
When J ohn and Allen return to the mill at evening, both 
realize what has happened . Nevertheless, they are forced to 
seek hospitality from the Miller. · In answer to their plea, 
Simon apologizes for the l ack of space in his house, but 
twits the l earning of the clerks by remarking: 
32coulson, p . 211. 
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Ye konne by arguments make a place 
A myl e brood of twenty foot of space. (A 4123- 34) 
J ohn responds: 
••• by seint Cutberd , 
Ay is thou myrie, and this is faire answerd . 
(A 4127- 28) 
In the invocation of St . Cuthbert, J ohn does two things that 
would have been easily recognized by Chaucer ' s audience . 
First, he points up the contrast between Simon ' s hospita lity 
and tha t of the patron saint of the art. Seco~d, as Ruth 
Cline suggests, he implies that hospitality deserves an 
appropriate reward. 33 In other words, for Chaucer ' s audience 
the invocation of St. Cuthbert predicts a reward, and provokes 
a sense of ant icipation as to just what the r eward will be . 
La ter tha t night, of course, the two students provide the 
answer: the Miller is cuckolded, while Allen has "Swyved 
the milleres doghter bolt upright" (A 4266) . 
Miss Cline recognizes this level of irony, remarking 
that "when the rewards gained by the Miller are remembered, 
the irony of the use of the expletive here becomes apparent, 1134 
However, she fails to see the crowning touch of Chaucer ' s 
artistry, a t ouch which explains the tale in terms of the 
teller's planned revenge. The t a l e is told by "Osewold 
the Reve" and his aim i s to even the score with the Miller, 
in whose ribald t ale the Reeve was, by implication, ridiculed 
33cline, p . 482. 
34Ibi<l . 
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as an aging cuckold. In t el ling t he t ale Oswald h as, of 
course, aligned himself with Allen and John, and he has 
John , a Northumberland man, swear by a Northumberland 
saint, Cuthbert, and suggest tha t an appr opriate r eward 
will come t o the Miller. The r esult i s tha t while St. 
Cuthbert is protecting John and Allen he is also protecting 
Oswald in his verbal ba tt le wi th the Miller . The de t ail in 
the connnon image of the saint that Miss Cline apparently 
overlooks , and the one crucial t o the understanding of the 
link Chaucer intended, is that Cuthbert was coilllilonly 
represented holding the head of St . Oswald in his hands . In 
this image, Cuthbert i s functioning as the protector of 
Oswa ld from desecration by hea thens, for when the Danes 
threatened to invade Lindisfarne, t he monks r emoved the 
r e lics of the saints in order t o protect them ; in the process , 
the h ead of St . Oswald was p l aced for safekeeping i n t he 
coffin of St. Cuthbert, with the result that "medieval 
craftsmen sometimes show St. Cuthbert holding the crowned 
head of St . Oswald . 1135 Such r epresentations may still be 
found at Durham Cathedral, and Christ Church Cathedral, 
Oxford. 36 At the time of the invocat i on , then , Chaucer ' s 
35 ~-
MilburnF p. 197. 
36 
Mrs. Arthur Bell, The Saints i n Christian Ar t: 
and Legends of the English Bishops and Kings, Medieval 






audience would r ecognize St. Cuthbert as the protector of 
Oswald, and thus of the narrator of the t ale in his battle 
with the heathen Miller. The two students who are the 
instruments of Oswald' s vicarious revenge identify their 
cause with tha t of Oswald in the ir choice of a patron saint . 
This identification allows the Reeve to complete his revenge 
in terms of the sexual humiliation visited upon him in 1'.The 
Miller's Tale." We can now see the Reeve as the real 
protagonis t whose designs are furthered vicariously by the 
t wo students. As h as been demons tra t ed (see pp. 21-24 above), 
the Holy Cross of Bromholm can also be equated with the staff 
the Miller's wife uses to crush her husband ' s skull as '~The 
Reeve's Tale" ends. (The wif'e's act i s the result of 
confus ion, of course, caused by the "cradle trick" which one 
of the student s has played upon her; at this point in the 
action, then, she is furthering the students ' aims, although 
unwittingly, and thus the aims of Oswald.) Now the wooden 
shepherd ' s staff, corm:nonly carried by pilgrims, also bore a 
phallic symbolism, as Ann Haskell demonstrates in her discuss ion 
of the staff of St . Joce . 37 Such a staff was ca lled a 
burdoun, and carried the "double meanings of 'phallus ' and 
'pilgrim ' s staff. ' 1138 What the wife does, then , is to 
3711
The St. Joce Oath in the Wife of Bath's Prologue, " 
Chaucer Review, I (1966), 85- 87. 
38Ibid., p. 86 . 
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first sugges t the phallic nature of the demons (incubi?) she 
t hinks are attacking her ("Ther lyth oon upon my womb" - -
A 4290) and last to clout her husband over the head with a 
phal lic symbol. In this way she desecr a t es the "heachen" 
Miller in a manner analogous t o the sexual humiliation 
already performed by cuckolding him; the use of a huge 
phal lus as a weapon serves to enthrone the rea l protagonist, 
Oswald, as the victor in a battle of sexual innuendo. 39 
The unwitting betr ayal of the Miller by his wife is 
paralle led, a t leas t in gener a l pattern, by ano ther 
betraya l scene in which a saint in invoked . In the 
" Canon ' s Yeoman ' s Prologue ," Ch aucer has the Yeoman invoke 
St. Peter in a manner suggestlve of the servant ' s forthcoming 
betrayal of his master . The invocation occurs near the end 
of the prologue . The pilgrims are about five miles from 
town when they are dramatically overtaken by the hasty 
pair, who h ave ridden so fast the ir horses are covered with 
sweat. In the ensuing conversation, the Yeoman begins by 
extravagantly praising the virtues and capabilities of his 
master, an alchemis t . The suspicious host, however, casts 
39Tois exegesis does much to nullify critic ism of the 
!'Reeve ' s Tale" as the inferior piece in the debate with 
t he Miller ; if these identifications are accepted, the 
"Reeve ' s Tale" certainly cannot be called unequal t o the 
t ask of parr ying the Miller ' s thrust . 
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doubt upon the claims made for the Canon ' s alchemy, until the 
Yeoman, apparently aware that he is no t be lieved, changes 
his tune and begins to confess that, as a matter of fact, 
the Canon i s a fake . He goe s on t o be tray his mas ter' s 
secre ts i n the t a le he t e lls . At one point early in this 
transition of disciple t o tra itor, Chaucer writes the 
following dialogue : 
"Now, " quod oure Hos t, " yit l a t me t a lke to the. 
Why artow so discoloured of thy face? " 
"Pe ter !" quod he , "God give it harde grace, 
I am so used in the fyr t o blowe 
Tha t it h ath chaunged my color, I trowe. " 
(G 663-67) 
The r eference to St. Peter i s a multiple a llus ion . First, 
in the New Testament account of the crucifix i on of Chris t, 
Pe t er ' s denia l of h is master i s prominent. The be traya l is 
r ecorded by a ll four of the gospe l s , while the "Las t 
Supper," the most important and univer sally celebrated 
sacrament of the church, appears as a narra tive only in 
Matthew, Mark and Luke. In John ' s account of Pe ter ' s 
denial we r ead tha t "the servants and officer s s tood there, 
who h ad made a fire of coals ; for it was cold: and they 
warmed themselves : and Peter stood with them, and warmed 
himself (John 18 :18, K.J .V. ). 11 In this position (the image 
being tha t of one rubbing his h ands and probably blowing on 
the coals) Peter denied Chris t three times . When at last 
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the cock crew and "the Lord turned and l ooked upon Peter 
(Luke 22:61, K.J.V.)," we cannot doubt tha t it discoloured 
his f ace . The invocation of Peter, then, sugges t s an 
ironic para lle l be tween the two betrayal scenes , and 
sugges t s or predicts the Yeoman ' s be traya l of his master in 
the scenes t o follow. 
The second a llus ion Chaucer may have had in mind, and 
one tha t would h ave been easily access ible to his audience, 
i s derived from the l egends concerning the life of St . Peter . 
Peter was also known as Simon, and his greates t adver sar y, 
according t o The Go l den Legend , was Simon the Sorcerer, a 
magician whose wondrous feats paralle l those at tributed to 
the alchemis t. Male indicates that it was commonplace for 
St. Paul and the two Simons to appear in the same s t ained 
glass windows: "The l egend of St . Peter i s never without 
that of St. Paul, and ..• the scenes in which they are 
united in prayer t o overcome Simon Magus wer e chosen for 
illustration in the windows . 1140 One of the key attribu t es 
of Simon Magus s ingl ed out by Male concerns the changing 
aspects of his face : "The appear ance of his face changed 
with gr eat rapidity, so that sometimes it seemed to belong 
4~mil Male , The Go t hic Image : Rel igious Art i n France 
of the Thireeenth Cent ury , trans . Dora Nussey (New York : 
Harper and Bros . , 1958), p. 296 . 
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t o a young man and sometimes t o an old one . 1141 In general, 
then, a connnon medi eval image of St . Peter concerned his 
struggle with Simon the Sorce r er, a magician or alchemist. 
In the l egend , Simon Pe t er ultimately proves that Simon the 
Sorcerer i s a fake . Thus, when the Yeoman exclaims ' Peter !" 
in close connection with a r efer ence to a change in the aspect 
of his face, the exposur e of a fake magician i s str ongly 
suggested. 
If, in the right context, St. Peter may suggest t he 
Yeoman ' s be trayal of h is mas t er, St . John may suggest 
much t he same thing in ano ther context . As we will see , 
St. J ohn and St . Charity ar e t wo of the saints invoked in 
"The Summoner ' s Tale," and t he impression gained by linking 
the t wo devel ops a minor t heme of strife between the hus band, 
Thomas , and his shrewish wife, who empl oys a friar as he r 
instrument in getting back at he r husband . 
St. John ' s death occurred sometime before tha t of St . 
Charity, but to the medieval mind chronologi cal accuracy was 
of no importance , for the age saw Moses as analogous t o 
Adam and Christ, and it often pictured saints who lived ages 
apart together in the same s t a ined glass window or bas relief. 
For example, i n a wall sculpture at Reims, France, Simeon , 
41 A Male , p. 297 . 
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John t he Baptist, Isaiah, Moses, and Abraham are r epresented 
as standing side by side .42 Thus certain associations 
between what would be for us two t otall y unrelat ed saints 
coul d easily be made by medieval audiences, and it seems 
tha t Chaucer connects St. John and St . Charity in a predictive 
ironic way in "The Summoner's Tale." 
In the "Tale," the Friar enters the house of Thomas and 
i s greeted by t he wife in an embrace which most critics have 
seen as more pass ionate than proper . 
"Ey, ma ister, welcome be ye, by seint John ! " 
Seyde this wyf, "how fare ye hertely?" 
The fre r e ariseth up ful curteisly, 
And hire embraceth in his armes narwe, 
And kiste h er swee te . .•• (D 1800-04) 
I n this scene the wife and the friar are superficially performing 
a common Christian salutation which originated from two 
sources . The first source is St . John, whom the wife invokes, 
for t he Legend records tha t when John was old he " grew so 
feeb l e tha t his disciples had to carry him to the church, 
and h e could scarcely open his mouth . Yet at every step he 
r epeated one and t he same phrase : ' My children, love one 
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another .' " The second source is St. Paul ' s exhortation 
to " greet one another with the kis s of saints (II Cor. 13:11- 12) . " 
42Ma1e, p . 153. 
43de Voragine, p. 63. 
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Of course, the salutation often licensed a sensual intimacy, 
and ins tead of remaining a r e ligious greeting became an 
erotic one. Thus when the wife and the friar embrace 
"narwe, 11 or tightly, they are , as St. John had urged, 
"loving one another," and as Paul had suggested, " greeting 
one another with the kiss of saints," but ironically not in 
the spiri t which either saint had in mind . 
At the point wher e John is invoked and the kiss occurs, 
Chaucer's audience might, from the warmth of the embrace 
alone, have anticipated the wife ' s betrayal of her husband 
wh:iich follows. For in this scene she complains of her 
husband's lack of sexual attention to her during h is long 
illness, and adds that Thomas is " angry as a pissemyre" 
although (or perhaps because) she has done everything she 
could to arouse him. Her complaint, of course, gives the 
friar the information he needs in order to berate Thomas 
for his sins, and demand money from the dying man "for 
seint Charitee. 11 Al though the meaning of the salutation 
may have been evident enough, a good deal of the irony may 
have lain in a further ambiguity of the kiss, which was 
widely recognized as a symbol of betrayal . Numer ous 
medieval illuminations presented Christ and his betrayer 
Judas kis s ing . In a window at King ' s College, Cambridge, 
the scene survives in living color. 44 Thus the invocation 
44
Christopher Woodforde, English Stained and Painted Glass 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954), frontispiece . Although this 
particular window is dated cl500, it was common practice to 
repeat the preceding scene, and that would be exactly contemporary 
with Chaucer ' s audience . 
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to John and the kiss which f ollows it would sugges t not 
only the wi fe ' s illicit affect ion for t he f riar, but her 
capacity for be trayal as well . 
In setting up this theme of love and betrayal, based 
on the ironic "John/kiss" r elationship, Chaucer has prepared 
his audience for the invocation of St . Charity. When the 
Friar finishes h i s fire and brimstone sermon against Thomas ' s 
anger, his final exhortation i s : "Now Thomas he lp, for 
seint Charitee!" (D 2119) The Char ity implied, of course, 
i s Christian l ove , but, as i s obvious, the Friar ' s l ove is 
anything but Chris t ian . Charity, though , was considered a 
r eal saint by medieval exegetes : she i s inc luded in the 
. ' 
Golden Legend (a l ong wi th he~ sisters Faith and H;pe) as 
the child of Wisdom. Thomas t e ll s the friar to put his h and 
beneath h is buttocks, and t he friar does so "in hope for t o 
fynde there a yifte (D 2146) " bu t Thomas ' s gift i s hardly 
wha t the friar expects : " Amydde his h and he leet the f r ere 
a fart (D 2149)." Neverthel ess the gift i s appropriate as 
a r eward for a r apacious friar, and Chaucer' s aud ience would 
have been aware that Charitee is the daughter of Wisdom . 
Thomas ' s act of char i t y i n fact displays his wi sdom and the 
friar's l ack of wisdom by r epaying the friar in kind . 
Chap t e r III 
CHARACTER REVELATION 
As we have seen many of Chaucer ' s invocations of the 
saints derive their irony f rom the situations in which they ar e 
used: from the immediate s ituations in the f irst case, and 
-from those which appear later in the second, or predict ive , 
case. However , the mos t common invocations in The Cant erbury 
Tales ar e those which give insigh t i nto the personality of 
the per sona in the t a l es , or the pilgrim narrators t hemse l ves . 
Generally speaking, the saint i nvoked or a lluded t o i s the 
very antithes i s of the persona or the pilgrim , and therefore 
the r e f er ence i s ironic . The Prioress and Sa int Loy, the 
Franklin and Saint Julian, the Wife of Ba th and Saint John, 
the Pardoner and Saint Ronyan are all examples sugges tive 
of irony which h ave been treat ed by various scholars , and 
t o these we may add the Surrnnoner and St . Duns tan. 
In the "Gener a l Prologue , " Chaucer describes in some 
detail the dress and charact er i s tics of each of the 
pilgr ims . The description of the Prioress , as Robinson 
points out , indicates that ~Chaucer ' s charac t eriza tion of 
the Prior ess is extremel y subt l e , and his satire -- if it 
can be call ed satire at al l -- is of the gentles t and mos t 
sympa the tic sort. 1145 At one point during the description 
45Robinson, p. 653 . 
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we r ead 
Hire grettest oath was but by ~einte Loy (A Prol. 120) 
and this identification with· Saint Eligius, along with 
the subtle description of the Prior ess h as l ed to the speculat ion 
that the r efer ence i s ironic . Hales appar ently s t arted the 
discussion because " on the basis of a story that Eloi once 
r efused to take an oa th," he " proposed t o interpret Chaucer ' s 
line as meaning that the Prioress swore after the same manner , 
that i s , t hat she never swor e at a ll. 1146 Robinson lists a 
number of schol ars who have r ejec t ed t his idea, and among 
them is Professor Lowes whom he says "has shown that the 
character and person of St. Loy were such as might naturally 
h 1 d h P . . .. 47 ave appea e tote rioress . Lynch in his article 
follows the same idea except tha t he suggests the ident ification 
of St. Loy should be with St . Eulalia , who like the Prioress 
i s a woman. He concludes, "if we can r ead ' Seinte Loy' as 
St . Eula l ia, ••• we can also go some way to r es t ore t o 
the portrait i n the ' Gener a l Prologue ' the decorum that is 
consonan t with that of the ' Prioress ' s Prologue' and ' Tale '. ,AS 
Lynch ' s case may h ave some meri t, but he himself indicates the 
46Rob1·nson, 654 120 p. ' n. 
48J ames J . Lynch , "The Pr ioress ' s Gr eatest Oath, Once 
More, " Modern Language Notes, LXXII (1957), 249. 
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association i s somewhat t enuous when he states tha t 
"Unfortunately, no evidence can be produced t o prove tha t Chaucer 
knew of St. Eulalia. 1149 Steadman ' s article opts for the 
possibility of combining the various interpretations·, and, 
of the three r easonabl e possibilities he lists, two are 
ironic. One possibility he s tates i s that "the allusion to 
Eligius he i ghtens the irony of Chaucer' s description of 
Madame Egletyne ' s 'charities ' in lines 142- 50."SO The 
second ironic interpre tation , and the one tha t is bes t suited, 
he mainta ins , is tha t 
The most probable exp lana tion of Madame Eglentyne ' s 
oath i s that , i n swearing by a non-juror, she 
h as achieved the ultima t e r efinement -- the 
hypothetical vanishing point -- in swearing . 
An oath by St. Loy was, in effect, the mildes t 
conce ivable expletive, and Chaucer was thoroughly 
jus tified in describing it as "hir gr et t es te 
oath". This inter pr e t a tion possesses one 
dis t i nct advantage over most o t her s -- tha t it 
expl a ins specifically why swearing by the 
particular saint , • .• should be so exceedingl y 
mild. This i s, I be lieve , the pr imary meaning 
of Chaucer ' s lines , and the Prioress ' pe r sonal 
affinities with Eligius are of secondary signi ficance . 51 
However, a more r ecent sugges tion i s tha t the r ef er ence 
to Saint Loy i s mer e l y an Anglo-French pun . Brian Foster 
explains that "loi" means "to be permitted" and ---
49 Lynch, p. 249 . 
50 
John M. Steadman, "Hir Gretteste Ooth": The Prioress , 





"evidently was what Chaucer intended"; namely that "on this 
showing St. Loy would be in the context, as it were, 'St. 
Permission ' or 'St. Do-as-you-like''. 1152 Nevertheless , 
t hough the pun may h ave been intended, Chaucer would have 
been aware of the legend of the saint, as would many in his 
audience. The passage certainly appear s to be in the ironic 
mode , and of the suggestions offered, Steadman's explanation 
probably covers the possibilities bes t. 
In the "Prologue" the Franklin if described as "Epicurus 
owne sone (A 336)" and therefore is pictured as a man who 
enjoyed the pleasures of life. It is a l so recorded that 
"Seint Julian he was in his countree (A 340)," and this 
epithet is apparently applied t o him because of the 
hospitality he showed to all people who crone to his house. 
In hagiography , there are a number of St. Julians, but Julian 
Hospitaller, a saint noted for hospitality, is probably 
the one intended, and the irony i s that the Franklin covers 
up his fulfillment of the pagan slogan " eat, drink and be 
merry for tomorrow we die," attributed to Epicurus , by 
implying that his acts are r eally those of Christian charity. 
The irony of the way in which the Wife of Bath qu~tes 
and alludes to the various saints , and thereby di splays her 
character, is a subject tha t has been much discussed by the 
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Brian Foster, "Chaucer' s ' Seynt Loy': An Anglo-
French Pun?," Notes and Queries, XV (July 1968), 245 . 
scholars . In general , she twists t he wor ds of Peter, 
Paul , and James in order t o defend her thesis that her 
practice of love is justified by the scriptures, and that 
she is in fact fulfilling the commandment of Christ who 
said, "love one ano ther ." Most of t he Wife ' s a llusions 
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have been well glossed (see Robinson's notes), and therefore 
I will confine my comments t o a combination of invoca tions 
which have not r eceived the attention they deserve . 
In "The Prologue" t o her "Tal e" the Wife is waxing 
eloquent on the subj ect of love, and is in the middle of 
asserting that, according to the Apostle Paul, a wife has 
the power over the husband ' s body in bed, when 
Up stirte the Pardoner, and that anon: 
"Now, dame," quod he, "by God and by seint John! 
Ye been a noble prechour in this case ." (D 163-65) 
In this compliment the Pardoner has, by comparing the Wife 
of Bath to St. John, pointed out t wo characteristics that are 
ironic. There i s , first of all , the identification of her 
preaching with that of St. John ' s , and secondly, there i s 
the identification of the subject of love which is the basis 
of St. John's preaching as well as the basis for the preaching 
of the Wife of Bath. Ironically, in both cases the Wife 
is the very antithes i s of St. J ohn. 
St. John' s life and writings were centered in love . In 
his Gospel he describes himself as the "disciple whom Jesus 
loved (John 13:23 K.J.V.)," and is the author of "God is 
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love (I J ohn 4 :9 K.J.V.)." ~ e assoc i a tion of St. J ohn 
with love was quite common: The Gol den Legend r ecords tha t 
in his old age he cons t antly r epeat ed the injunction, "My 
children, l ove one ano t her. 11 53 The Wif e does , of course , 
fulfill t he gr eat commandment "love one another," and t he 
f act tha t she h as wor n ou t fiv e hus bands pr oves it, except 
tha t h er love is physical r ather than spiri tual. While St. 
John gr ew mor e f eeble as he gr ew older, . and this r esulted 
in his shor t sermon, " l ove one ano ther ," the Wife i s again 
the opposite -- in her o ld age the Wife grows s tronger, and 
ins tead of decr easing , her preaching get s l onger and 
longer. For example, she has been preachi ng fo r 162 lines 
when the Pardoner tells her she is a "noble prechour. 11 
A f ew s econds l a t e r she r esponds, 111 Abyde ! •. . my t a l e 
is na t begonne ' (D 169) 11 and t hen goes on for another 700 
lines . As a matter of f ac t it t akes her about t wice as l ong 
to introduce her "Ta l e" as it does t o t e ll i t. The epi t ome 
of the irony is that, a l th ough she never s ays it directly , 
she has r ever sed the or der of St. J ohn ' s wor ds , and ins t ead 
o f " God i s l ove" be ing her theme , it is in fac t mor e l i ke 
"Love is God . " 
Perhaps one of the bes t ex amples of the Wife I s "Love 
is God" theme i s found in her i nvocation of St, J oce . 
53de Voragi ne , p . 63. 
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Alison's fourth husband was a philanderer, and this, of 
course, was the one thing which would cast doubt on her 
sexual superiority (D 453-54). Therefore, after she has 
indicated this particular attribut e of her fourth husband, 
she then proves her superiority over him -- ironically, by 
employing a saintly image . She says 
I seye, I had in herte greet despit 
That he of any oother had delit. 
But he was quit, by God and by Seint Joce! 
I made hym of the same wood a croce, 
Nat of my body, in no foul manere, 
But certainly, I made folk swich cheere 
That in his owene gr ece I made hym frye 
For angre, and for v ery jalousye . 
By God! In erthe I was his purgatorie, 
For which I hope his soule be in glorie. (D 481-90) 
Generally, this revenge soliloquy of the Wife has been 
interpreted to mean tha t she embarrassed her husband 
publically by cuckolding him . In order to make this interpretation 
work, though, it is necessary to view the line "Nat of my 
body, in no foul manere (D 485) ," as an a ttempt at public 
modesty on the part of the Wife as she tells her t ale to the 
other pilgrims. While this is a plausible understanding 
of the manner in which Alison repays her husband, there is 
another approach which i s more in char acter with the Wife. 
Ann Haskell has pointed out that the invocation of St. 
Joce is ironically appropriate because "the symbol by which 
St. Joce is identified is a burdoun, a ' wooden shepherd's 
staff carried by a pilgrim', 1154 but also a commonly understood 
54 Haskell, p . 86. 
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phallic symbol in the medieval era, as she r ecognizes . However, 
this symbol l eads Miss Haskell, who follows the standard 
interpre t ation, to conclude that Alison made her fourth husband 
suffer " public ridicule [by cuckolding him], after which 
he, along with everyone else in the village, was comple t ely 
deprived of h er channs while she went on a pilgrimage to 
.J erusalem (D 495). 1155 At t he end of he r article Miss Haskell 
s uggests tha t perhaps there i s more to the image of St . Joce 
than she h as indicated. She writes 
It is interesting t o wonder if Chaucer also had 
St . Joce in mind when he wrote line 487. Alice 
s t a t es t hat because of her j ealousy and anger 
toward her four th husband II in his owene gr ece I 
made hym frye. 11 It i s not only stat ed tha t St. 
J oce was patron de pelerins , but that "on 
1 1 invgguai t auss i contre l' incendie ... " as 
well. 
Thus Joce is associated with fire, and becomes an appropriate 
ins trument for frying (or purgatorially purifying) the 
sinning husband . The implication tha t Miss Haskell 
overlooks, h owever, i s that the invocation , though ironi cal ly 
appropriate, requires a different understanding of t he 
"purgatorie" tha t Alison ' s fourth husband suffer ed . 
It has been indicated tha t Alison r epai d her husband 
55Haskell, pp. 86- 87. 
56Ibid . , p. 87 . 
so 
"by St . Joce" because she "made hym of the same wode a croce," 
i. e ., she made h iID su ffer by the very object that had made 
her suffer, name ly, the phallic symbol . The manner in which 
Alison r eaped revenge, however, was not " foule, " nor did it 
involve her own body; it was also a public event, with the 
result "tha t in his owene grece" she made him fry. The 
most appropriate under s t anding of the passage , then, would 
be that Alison exposed him publically as a philander er, t hereby 
eliIDina ting any poss ibility of his continuing his philander ing, 
and then added insult to injury by going on a pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land, ther eby depriving him of her "belle chose ," 
the only instrument by which he could alleviate his burning 
desir e. This makes the fourth husband a pilgrim carrying 
his sta f f or burden in a purgatorial desert bereft of any 
r e lief , which results i n his death. The saintly image and 
the theol ogical moral presented, then , a t least as r egards 
the char ac t er of the Wife , is something of a parody of 
God ' s kingdom. The Wife has r eversed the theme "God is 
Love" to "Love i s God" and built her "queandom" on this 
ideal. Neverthe l ess, her fourth husband violated , or 
sinned against, the rules of this kingdom by having a 
paramour, and s ince " the wages of sin i s death," it i s very 
appropriate , from Alison's standpoint, that h e r eceive his 
jus t r eward, "by God and by St. Joce . " 
While the St . Joce reference in the "Wife of Bath ' s 
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Prologue" has r eceived much r ecent attention, the classic 
problem in Chaucer' s hagiographical r eferences . is still St, 
Ronyan . The Saint occurs twice in "The Introduction to 
the. Pardoner's Ta le, " and al though some attemp ts have 
been made to identify the meaning, a satisfactory solution 
to the r eference h as yet to be found , The r eference i s 
complicated by the fact tha t when St . Ronyan is used it 
implies an identification of one sort or another with the 
character of the Pardoner . However, the Pardoner ' s 
character, according t o most s chol ar s , i s ambiguous because 
at the end of the "Tale" the Pardoner, af t er serious ly asserting 
the efficacy of the Pardon of J esus Christ, immediately 
attempts t o dupe the pilgrims. t o whom he h as r evealed the 
way in which he dupes other people, There are also two 
other complicating factors : (a) there ar e fifteen plus 
variants of the name Ronyan in the manuscripts , ther eby 
making identif ication difficu lt, and (b) the Pardoner i s 
apparently a eunuch -- " I trowe he were a ge l dyng or a 
mare" (A 691) -- a characteris tic the significance of 




The scho l ar ship on the subject has for the most 
part avoided any attemp t to deal concurrently with the 
char acter of the Pardoner and the r eference to St. Ronyan. 
The r esult is tha t the problem i s treated in f r agment s, 
and the solutions offered ar e of the same natur e , i. e . 
f r agmen t ary . According to Robinson there ar e three ma j or 
pos itions t aken r egarding the r efer ence t o St . Ronyan 
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When Chaucer makes the trans ition from the "Phys ician ' s 
Tale" to the "Pardoner ' s Ta le" he further s the description 
of the Pardoner's character by identifying him with St. 
Ronyan. The host, in pra i s ing the Phys ician ' s t ale , calls 
him " lyk a prela t, by St . Ronyan," appar ently applying the 
epithet to churchmen in general . The Pardoner picks up 
the phrase in answering the Hos t ' s mildly insulting r e ques t 
for a t ale "Thou beel amy . Telle us some myrthe or 
j apes. • " (C 318-19) -- by promis i ng "It shall be <loon 
••. by s e int Ronyan !" (C 320) In so doing , the Pardoner 
apparently accepts the ep ithe t as apt, and adopts it as 
his own. 
The mos t s i gnificant and. no torious de t a il of St. 
Ronyan ' s lif e was his tria l on a charge of witchcraft, 
specifically the char ge tha t he "was a ••. war l ock f oul, 
and tha t even as the dreaded wer ewolves •. • he would 
(See Robins on p . 728, 310n.). Skeat s sugges t ed that it be 
identified with St. Ronyan ' s We l l, but this i dentifica tion 
provides no s i gnificant idea he lpful to under s t anding the 
r efer ence . Tupper sugges t ed a ribald ambiguity , with word 
play upon " runnion ." However, t h i s does not exp lain the 
rela tion t o the char ac t e r of the Pardoner , especi ally 
since h e i s a eunuch . Sledd goes t o gr eat l ength to 
identif y St. Ronyan with St. Ni n i an and although he does 
a fairly succ essful job , he does not at any point discuss 
the reason s f or the ambiguous ac tions of the Pardoner a t 
the end of his "Ta le," nor does he connnent on the f ina l 
deba t e be t ween the Hos t and the Pardoner af t e r the "Ta l e ." 
Finally, no a ttempt a t solving the problem has been pub l i shed 
since the publication of Robinson ' s second edition. 
53 
often change himself into a brute beast , ay , into a raging 
wolf, and so guised he was wont to prowl abroad and raven 
through the countryside. 11 However, the saint was ev:entually 
cleared of the charge, "and in his charity not only forgave, 
but • converted his enemies. 11 58 (Italics mine.) 
There are other pertinent facts which sugges t a 
relationship between the Pardoner and the image of a wolf 
called forth by the Saint Ronyan expletive. Summers 
relates that 
In Holy Writ the wo lf is ever the emblem of 
treach ery, savagery , and bloodthirstiness . Our 
Lord, indeed, in the New Testament uses words 
than which nothing could be darker and more 
condemnatory. The wolf is the type of the 
heretic, "Beware of false prophets, who come 
to you in the clothing of sheep, but inwardly 
they are ravening wolves ." S. Matthew, vii, 15.59 
Chaucer's audience was apparently aware of "false prophets" 
who like wolves fleece the flock because in the section of 
"The Parson ' s Tale" dealing with avarice, we read 
And, as seith Seint Augustyn, "they been the 
deve les wolves that stranglen the sh eep of 
Jhesu Christ11 ; and doon worse than wolves . 
(I 76 7) 
5~ ontague Summers, The Werewolf (New York: University 
Books, 1966), p. 218 . Summers uses "Ronan, " and a lthough 
this is not identical with the "Ronyan" in Robinson ' s tex_!:, 
the multiplicity of variants (as indicated by Sledd's 
article already mentioned) r equires that some conj ecture be 
made regarding the identifica tion of St. Ronyan . Therefore, 
I have identifi ed him with St. Ronan, because of the aptness 
of th e parallel between the life of St. Ronan and the character 
of the Pardoner. 
59s ummers , p. 65. 
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The Pardoner' s descripti on in the "Prologue" indicates his 
avaricious nature and this i s further exemplified by the 
treacherous t a l e of avarice that he t e lls . 60 The fina l 
point tha t cements the parallel between the wolf imagery 
and the Pardoner ' s character i s that wer ewolves are sterile 
mutations , and the Pardoner has already been identified 
as a eunuch or a homosexual; in either category he would 
also be s t erile . The r esult i s that as the r eference to 
St. Ronyan is made, Chaucer's aud i ence would probably be 
awar e tha t t he Pardoner ' s character and actions ar e consonant 
with the imagery which surrounds St . Ronyan's alleged 
associa tion with werewolves . 
The Hos t , then, fas t ening upon the charge aga inst 
St. Ronyan, seeks to insult the cler gy by comparing them 
to r avening wolves (not an unus ua l at titude for the host; 
compare his insulting behavior t oward the monk in B 3134ff.), 
but the Pardoner, apparently having faced the charge before, 
fas t ens upon Saint Ronyan ' s successful defense against 
the charge , and thus a ttempts t o r epeat the successful 
performance and convert his enemies -- especially the 
60s ee also Frederick Tupper' s artic l e "The Pardoner' s 
Tavern, 11 Journal of English and Germani c Philology, XIII 
(1914), 553-65. He demonstrates that during Chaucer ' s 
era Taverns (the " church" in which the Pardoner preaches) 
wer e considered the schoolhouse of the Devil . 
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Host in his t a le. 
At the end of the t ale the Pardoner, apparently serious, 
refers to the real efficacy of the pardon granted by Jesus 
Christ. However, he then very suddenly changes (an 
attribute of the wer ewolf is tha t he can change his 
form at will) and attempts to dupe the audience, to whom 
he has revealed his avarice by his confession in his 
Pro l ogue, into buying the pardon he grants . The Pardoner 
apparently thinks tha t l ike St. Ronyan he has cleared 
himself of the charge of " fleecing the flock" by confessing 
his sins and seriously asserting the efficacy of t he Pardon 
of J esus Chris t, and now wishes to "conver t his enemies ." 
The Hos t, however, spots the treachery of the wolf and 
prevents t he ravaging of the pilgrims , and h e does it in 
a manner which is ironic. He ridicules the Pardoner ' s 
r e lics and then adds, 
But, by the croys which tha t Seint Eleyn fond , 
I would I hadde thy coillons in myn hond 
In stide of r e likes or of seituarie . 
La t kutte hem of , I wol t hee h elpe hem carie ; 
They shu l be shryned in a hogges toord! (C 951-55) 
In this passage the Hos t alludes t o the charge fir s t brought 
aga ins t St . Ronyan, namely tha t of being a werewolf, because 
he cites the key e l ement necessary to a successful defense 
by the Pardoner , name ly, " coillons, 11 which ar e l acking in 
geldings , mares, and wer ewolves . 
The r esult? 
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This Pardoner answerde nat a word; 
So wrooth he was, no word ne wolde he seye . (C 956-57) 
A final example of character reve lation via the invocation 
of a saint concerns t he persona of a tale rather than t he 
narrator. St. Dunstan is used in this fashion in "The 
Friar's Tale ." The main character in this t a le is a 
Summoner, who is an overly curious individual. When he 
meets the Yeoman from the north he begins asking ques tions. 
The Yeoman is, of course , a fiend, but this does not deter 
the Summoner's inquis itiveness, and as the dialogue progresses 
he keeps asking more and more questions about how devils 
and fiends operate . The fiend t e ll s him tha t they assume 
all shapes and sizes and tha t 
sometyme be we servant unto man 
As to the erchbisshop Seint Duns tan (D 1501-2) 
The remark i s a reference to St. Duns t an , a metal worker, 
who, when he was tempted by the devil, took him by the nose 
with a pair of pincers and led him throughou t the town. 
Milburn indicates that when St. Duns tan appears in medieval 
art work h e "bear s a distinguishing symbol ..• usua lly a 
pair of pincers . 1161 The irony is that the very opposite is 
61Milburn, p. 73 . 
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occurring in the "Tale." The devil i s l eading the Summoner 
around by the nose of curiousity, and to add insult to 
injury the devil tells the Summoner what is h appening but 
he is too curious and unobserving to ge t the hint. 
In these ins t ances, then , the charact er of the 
speaker (e ither the narrator or the persona in a tale) 
is ironica lly amplified by a saintly invocation. The 
Prioress' s oath probably adds to her image as an overly 
fastidious imitator of courtly "cheer e, " and the Franklin ' s 
reference t o St. Julian conceals a pagan libertinism 
behind a saintly r eference . The Wife conceals her perversion 
behind a r ever sal of St. J ohn ' s invoca tion to " love one 
another, " while the Pardoner r ecogni zes and perhaps seeks 
to use the associations of lycanthropy att ending the image 
of St. Ronyan. The devil's image of St. Dunstan, who l ed 
the devil by the nose, should have served as a warning to 
the curious sunnnoner, but ironically sums up the devil ' s 
t riumph over the protagonist in the t ale . 
Chapter IV 
THEMATIC IRONY 
The ironic reference to a saint, as we have seen, 
may be related either t o situation or char acte r development. 
The examples in this chapt er work in both of these ways, 
put h ave an added importance because the invocations are 
repeated so as to suggest a minor thematic pattern r e lated 
to the major theme of a tale . Such a pattern seems to be 
present in "The Merchant' s Tale." 
"The Merchant's Ta l e " has tradi tionally been classed 
in the marriage group, and gener ally speaking has been 
described as the low point in the discussion of the holy 
state of matrimony. Ironica lly, it is only in this most 
degraded picture of marriage tha t the holiness of the 
institution i s mentioned . (E 1261) In his "Prologue," 
the Merchant indicates tha t his married life is a miserable 
one, and because of it concludes tha t 
We wedded men lyven in soure and care. 
Assaye whoso wole, and he sha l fynde 
Tha t I s eye sooth, by Seint Thomas of Ynde . 
(E 1228-30) 
In trying to support the truth of his statement, the 
,Merchant, ironically, calls upon St. Thomas, and as Miss 
Cline points out the irony lies in the fact that "The 
6 2 incredulity of Thomas the Apostle • . • is well known. 11 
62c1· 1.ne , p. 482. 
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The common epithet is "the doubting Thomas," and originated 
from the story tha t Thomas r efused to be lieve tha t Christ 
had been resurrected until he persona lly h ad seen and 
touched Christ . The result i s that from the beginning 
the Merchant i s presented as a doubte r whose cynicism 
prompts doubts of the saint he employs. It i s with this 
ambiguity that the thematic irony in the "Tale" i s brought 
to fruit ion . 
Thematic irony as mentioned earlier occurs when a 
particul ar saint is invoked repeatedly in the same t a l e . 
In the "Merchant' s Tale" there are four invocat ions of the 
same .saint. The "Ta l e" is a degr adation of marital bliss, 
and, ironica lly, the saint invoked i s the Virgin Mary, 
Mother of God. The doubt suggested by the Merchant, 
the exclusiveness of the saint invoked, and the inappropria t eness 
of invoking Mar y , the Mother of God, in such a ribald tale 
strongly suggests that Chaucer had irony in mind, and an 
analys i s of the four invocations seems t o bear this out. 
It should also be added that , with respect to doubt about 
the Virgin, St. Thomas i s appr opriate because in The Gol den 
Legend we r ead 
Thomas , however, was absent when these things 
took place, and on his r eturn r efused to believe 
[the assumption of the Virgin Mary]. But 
suddenly the girdle wherewith her body h ad been 
begirt fel l unopened into his hands, tha t so 
h e might understand tha t she had been assumed 
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entirely . 
The Merchant begins his t ale with a long discus s ion 
of God's intention when he instituted the holy state of 
matrimony. He explains in some detail tha t a wife is a 
special gift from God, that marriage is a sacrament, and 
that a wife is man's help and comfort. Then he adds a 
purely s ensua l comment which seems to cas t doubt on 
everything he has said. 
So buxom and so virtuous i s she , 
They moste nedes lyve in unitee . 
0 flessh they been, and o flessh, as I guesse, 
Hath but oon herte, in wele and in distresse . 
(E 1333-36) 
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At this point he stops and ponders the question of married 
life and asks, 
A wyf! a, Seinte Marie, benedicite! 
How mygh t e a man h an any adver sitee 
Tha t hath a wyf? . •• (E 1337-39) 
The ques tion i s appropriate since he has just explained 
the benefit s of marriage, spiritual as well as physical. 
However, if the ques tion is addressed t o St. Mary, the 
answer is ironic; namely, tha t a man has a gr eat adver sity, 
especially physically, i f he happens t o be married t o a 
perpetual Virgin -- Mary. Since J anuarie ' s i n t er es t in 
a wife i s primarily lecherous , the invocation i s especially 
63de Voragine, p. 454. 
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ironic. 
The second instance of invoking Saint Mary occurs at 
the wedding feast. As the Merchant develops his "Tale" 
he introduces the " eternal triangle" of love. Januarie 
is a lecherous old man, who chooses to marry a twenty-
year-old girl named May , but May apparent ly is more 
r 
interested in Damyan, Januarie's squire, than sh e is in 
Januarie. 
The names of the characters imply that they are 
susceptible to symbolic interpretation, a literary device 
common to Chaucer ' s era . For example, according to 
Male, 
January was the month of f eas ts and of r est . 
The sculptors of the thirteenth century show us 
the r egal figure of a man seated befor e a well 
furnished table . Sometimes, this figure has 
two heads, often one gt an old man and the 
other of a young man. 
The picture that the Merchant has painted of Januarie 
as he sits at the wedding feas t i s simil ar t o the symbolic 
representations of the month. Januarie is presented as 
a lecherous old man who looks back to his Don Juan-type 
youth with fondest memories, and at the same time, he 
looks forward t o his new era with the Virgin May and 
marital bliss. May's image in the "Tale" is developed 
64 
Male, pp. 69-70. 
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so tha t sh e cou ld plaus ibly be identif i ed with the Virgin 
Mary. This i dentifica tion i s borne ou t by the f act tha t 
for Chaucer, May is the month of flowers, and the Virg in 
Mary i s als o associa t ed with flower s , as Ma l e points out: 
Led by St. Bernard, the mediev al doctors taught 
tha t the Annunc i ation took p l ace in the springtime , 
"at the time of fl ower s ," and they thought t o 
find suppor t for this in t he name Nazar e t h , 
which s i gnif i es a " f l ower." So t hat Bernard 
could say: "The f l ower willed t o be born of 
a flower, in a flower, a t the time of flower s ." 
~is flower apg5ars in many thirteenth- century windows . • . . 
Damyan i s the third part of the t r i angl e and in mediev al 
symbolic under s t anding The Go l den Legend expl ains that the 
me aning of "Damyan" i s "the same as Domini manus , the hand 
of the Lord. 1166 
At the high poi nt in the wedding celebra t i on J anuarie 
and May are s itting s ide by s ide when J anuarie 
Remembred hym upon this Damyan , 
And seyde , "Seinte Mar ie! how may this be , 
Tha t Damyan en tende th nat t o me? (E 1898-1900) 
The invocation of Saint Mar y coupl ed with the ques t i on 
"How may this be?" would pr obably have conjured up for 
65 /\ I 
Male, p. 244. A trans l a tion of St. Bernard s 
sta tement would read: The flower (Jesus Chris t) willed 
to be born of a flower (Mary) in a f lower (Nazar e th) 
at the t i.me of flower s (May) . The "Rose Wi ndow" in 
many churches i s an attempt to symbolize this idea. 
66de Voragine, p. 575 . 
Chaucer's audience a picture of the Annunciation to the 
Virgin Mary for two reasons . . First, the question r.'How 
may this be?" is the very same question that Mary asks 
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the Angel at the time of the annunciation. Luke r ecords, 
"Then said Mary unto the angel, ' How shall this be, seeing 
I know not a man? ' (Luke 1:34 K.J .V.) . 11 Second, "many 
incidents from the l ife and miracles of St . Mary are 
illustrated in English churches, 1167 and the annunciation 
was one of the most common incidents represented . 68 In 
essence, then, the wedding celebr ation scene is something 
of a parody of the annunciation, and in the "Merchant ' s 
Tale" May parodies the Virgin, and Damyan, "the hand 
of the Lord," parodies the angel sent from God. The 
invocation of St. Mary at the wedding feast by the 
lecherous old man i s inappropriate to say the leas t, but, 
when J anuarie asks the question involving the Virgin, as 
he did earlier, he unwittingly , and ironically, provides 
his own answer. In this cas e , the reason that "Damyan 
entendeth nat" to J anuarie is because he is " entending" 
to the Virgin May, J anuarie ' s wife . 
The third occasion on which the Vir gin Mary is invoked 
67Milburn, p. 17. 
68cf. Male, pp. 240- 258 for a detailed discussion 
of the prominence of the Virgin in the arts. 
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occurs when May and J anuarie ar e in the garden . J anuarie 
at this point i s blind . May , in the meantime, trying to 
take advantage of Januar ie 's blindne s s to cons ummate h er 
illicit des ire f or Damyan, has g iven Damyan a wax impression 
of the key t o the garden so that h e can enter . Damyan i s 
perched in a pear tree waiting for May . As May and J anuarie 
stroll through the garden, May t e lls J anuarie that she i s 
with child and pretends she has a strong craving for a 
pear. Januarie r eplies tha t he cannot h e lp her becau se 
he i s blind and c anno t climb the tree . May sugges t s tha t 
she could cl imb the tree i f he would just give he r a boost. 
Januarie consents , 
And caughte hire by a twis t e , and up she goo th 
(E 2349). 
The scene i s the ultimate humi l i a tion of J anuarie becau se 
he he lps his chas t e and formerly virgin wife t o cuckol d 
him. 
And sodeynly anon this Damyan 
Gan pullen up the smok, and in h e throng . (E 2352-53) 
The supreme irony , h owever, lies in the fac t that the saint 
~ay invoked t o motiva t e Januarie was the queen of h eaven, 
the Virgi n Mar y . The lines r ead: 
••• "Allas , my syde ! 
Now sire ," quod sh e , "for aught tha t may bityde, 
I mos te h an of the per es tha t I see , 
Or I moot dye , so soor e l ongeth me 
To eten of the smal e per es grene, 
Help, for h i r l ove that i s of hevene gueene ! 
(E 2329-34, i t a l ics mine) 
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The scene also, it appears, brings to fruition the mocking 
of the Virgin. In the first ins tance, the Virgin ' s suitability 
as an acceptable wife is questioned by the fact that her 
primary virtue , virginity, is incompa tible with marriage . 
In the second instance , the parodied annunciation, the 
Virgin i s mocked by the fact that her counterpart , May, is 
the object of an illic it r elat i onship, while in the ac tua l 
annunciation Mary i s the object of a pure r e lationship. 
In the l ast instance Mary is mocked by a fact r e l ated t o 
the annunciation. The r esult of the ac tual annunciation 
was that St. Marie was in fact with child. However, in 
"The Merchant ' s Tale" May feigns tha t she i s with child 
(like St. Mary) and asks Januarie to help her for the sake 
of the Virgin Mary -- the queene of heaven -- who, it is 
implied, was he lped by her hus band. (Cf . the popular 
"Cherr y Tree Carol.") At this point, the mocking of 
the invocation of the Virgin has t o tally degenerated 
because the Merch an t has used Mary as the instrument 
by which J anuarie i s cuckolded . 
The thematic irony is, neverthel ess , not yet complete. 
The Merch ant closes his "Tale" by sayi ng, 
Thus endeth h eer e my t a l e of Januarie; 
God blesse us, and his mooder Seinte Marie ! 
(E 2417-18) 
and the irony is that from the evidence in the "Tale" 
such a blessing could be disastrous . The doubtfulness 
of the benefits which might accrue from this benediction 
pronounced by the Merchant , have been spelled out in his 
tale, mocking the Virgin, but when the Host adds 
"Ey! Goddes mercy! 
Now swich a wyf I pray God kepe me fro!" 
(E 2419-20) . 
Chaucer outdoes himself because of the ambiguity of the 
wifely r eference -- Mary or May? 
The situation of "The Merchant ' s Tale," then, 
involves a covert burlesque of the marriage of Mary and 
Joseph, seen from the point of view of the husband. 
January i s a lecher, but he expects marriage with the 
virgin, May, to bring "parad i se terres trial. 11 His first 
invocation of Mary is wryly inappropriate to his desires. 
His second invocation of the Virgin parodies her words 
at the Annunciation, and sugges t s that Damyan, "sent 
from God," is a ttending May, in a wry reversal of that 
scene. May's invocation of the Virgin, in a plea for 
help that lands her in the arms of her unholy lover, is 
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a covert burlesque of Mary's pregnancy. The final invoca tion 
suggests the thematic parody which underlies the whole 
network of r eferences. 
Chapter V 
THE MILLER'S TALE 
The introduction indicated that because of the unity 
between the invocation of the saints and the theme of 
the story, "The Miller ' s Tale" would be handled separately. 
The motif of the "Tale" has often been referr ed to as 
a "dry flood" because it parodies the flood r ecorded in 
the book of Genesis. As the Miller develops his tale, 
three significant theological symbols occur. First, there 
is the boat or ark . In Christian symbolism, the Church 
has connnonly been r eferred to as the "ark of salvation," 
guided by Christ over the "tempes tuous seas of life . " 
As a matter of fact, even to this day the main part of 
the church, i.e . the place wher e the congregation is 
seated, is called the "nave, " a word originally applied 
to the area enclosed by the hull of a ship. S~cond, there 
is the symbol of special r evelation . God's r evelation 
to Noah of the impending flood was a special revelation, 
and after the flood the r ainbow was the special r evelatory 
symool by which Noah and all succeeding generations who 
looked up to heaven were informed that God would never 
again destroy the inhabitants of the earth by water. 
In the "Tale" Nicholas ' s revelation to John i s also a 
special revelation acquired by gaping up toward heaven 
(A 3444) . The third significant symbol is water, not 
• 
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only because it is the medium by which the "ark of salvation" 
is supported, but also because it was ·used for purification. 
Water symbolically and literally, in t erms of the Genesis 
deluge, purif ied the earth. The story of Noah and the 
flood as well as the significance of the symbols was 
common knowledge during Chaucer ' s era . "Noah" was one 
of the mor e popular mystery plays, and in this play the 
symbols are all evident, especially the idea of gazing 
up to heaven to receive a revelation. In "The . Deluge, " 
the "Pagina Tertia de Deluvio Noe" (th ird pageant of 
Noah ' s flood) in the Chester cycle of mystery plays, 
God speaks to Noah from above and gives Noah a promise 
as he leaves the ark: 
Heere I behet thee a heaste, 
Tha t man, woman, fowle ne beaste . 
With water, while the world shall las t, 
I will no more spill . 
My bowe betwene you and me 
In the firmament shall bee, 
By verey token that you may see 
That such vengeance shall cease, 
Tha t man ne woman shall never more 
Be wasted by water as is before; •. 
69 (11. 349-58) 
The resul t is that because of the connnon knowledge of 
69Joseph Quincey Adams, Chief Pre-Shakespearean Dramas, 
(New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1924), p. 116 . Adams identifies 
his text as British Museum Harleian 2124, as edited by H. 
Deimling for the Early English Text Society, 1892. He 
has modernized punctuation and capitalization. 
these basic theological symbols, most of the people in 
Chaucer's audience were probably in a good position to 
understand and appreciate the ironic innuendoes which 
occur when certain saints are invoked . 
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In the "Tale" Chaucer has John the carpenter, a serious-
minded fellow, do three of the invocations, and the irony 
results from the s ituation in which he does the invoking. 
"Hende Nicholas" is trying t o s educe John's young wife 
Alison. His plan is to convince John that there i s going 
to be another world-wide flood similar to the one involving 
Noah, and that the only possible salvation from such a 
de luge will be , as it was with Noah, the construction 
of an ark. There will be one. significant difference though, 
and that is ins tead of one ark three will be necessary --
one each for Alison , John and Nicholas -- and once built 
they will be hung from the ceiling. Superficially the 
reason given John for the three arks is that since Noah had 
trouble with his wife by virtue of their being aboard the 
same ark (3538ff.), it would be much wiser if each individual 
had his own ark. The real reason, of course, is that it is 
Nicholas's aim to get John and Alison separated so that he 
and Alison can consmnmate their mutual desire right under 
John's nose as he hangs suspended in his ark of salvation 
from the ceiling . 
The problem that Nicholas faces is how to execute 
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the plan. His aim is t o get John ' s attention, and t hen 
to gain his confidence . "Rende Nicholas" gets John's 
attention by locking h imself in his r oom for sever a l days, 
and he gai ns his confidence by convincing him that he has 
r eceived a special r evelat ion by studying the stars . 
John ' s curiosity leads him to agree tha t he wil l keep 
quiet if Nicholas t e lls him the details of the special 
reve l ation. Whereupon Nicholas stat es 
That now a Honday next, at quarte r nyght, 
Shal fal l e a reyn, and that so wilde and wood, 
That half so great was nevere Noes flood . 
This world," he seyde, " in lasse tha t an hour 
Shal al be dreynt, so hidous is the shour . 
Thus shal mankynde drenche , and lese hir l yf . 
(A 3516- 21) 
The tale is preposterous, absurd, unbelievable, not only 
because of the physica l nature of the event, but also 
because God had given His promise to Noah that He would 
never again destr oy t he inhabitants of earth by a flood . 
The r ainbow, as has already been pointed out, was the 
symbol by which all men would know tha t the flood would 
never be r epeated . These items, the impossible physical 
event and the rainbow, were facts known by John because in 
the discussion of the flood, John agrees to build three 
arks and does so because he is aware of the trouble Noah 
had with his wife on t he original ark. Neverthe l ess, 
not one of these facts seems to disturb John . He believes 
ever yth ing Nichol as t ells him . 
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It is during the execution of this elabora te plan tha t 
Chaucer has John invoke t he saints . When Nichol as is in his 
room, John bel i eves Nicholas is greatly ill and says" ••• I 
am adra d, by Seint Thomas,/ It s tonde th na t aright with Nicholas 
(A 3425-26). 11 In order t o confirm his belief tha t there is 
something wrong with Nicholas John sends his ser vant up to check 
on him. When the servant r eturns and r eports tha t this " Nichol as 
sat evere capying upright (A 3444)," John remembers another 
student who when s tudying the s t ars walked right into a "marl 
pit" and then he adds " . •• But yet, by seint Thomas , / Me 
rewe th soore of h ende Nicholas (A 3461-62)." 
On the surface, John ' s invocation of Saint Thomas appear s 
very appropriate . St. Thomas· was " a man skilled in the art of 
building, 1170 i. e ., he was a carpenter, and since that i s also 
John ' s occupation it seems only fitting that he would invoke a 
fellow carpenter . However, Thomas i s also known for his extreme 
ske pticism and is often r eferred t o as the doubting Thomas. His 
reputat ion h as been es t ablished primarily because he refused to 
believe anything Christ Himself told him. For exampl e , when 
Christ ins isted on r e turning to Judea to r a i se Lazarus from the 
dead, "Thomas • •• said t o his fellow disciples , ' Let us also go 
that we may die with him' (John 11:16 R.S.V.)." Thomas did not 
believe that Christ would r aise Lazarus, but tha t mor e than likely 
Christ would j oin Lazarus in the grave . Later on in John ' s Gospel 
St. Thomas r efuses to be lieve the other disciples ' claim tha t 
]Od V . 4 e orag1ne, p. O. 
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Christ h ad been r esurrected as he Himself had predicted 
(John 20:24ff) . On the other h and, the " sely carpenter" is 
a sked to believe a preposterous s tory about a second Noah ' s 
flood, and instead of r ealiz ing that Nicholas i s deceiving 
him he accepts every unbelievable word , while calling upon a 
Saint who rejected every believable word . The prophet 
that John chooses to believe is "hende Nicho l as ," a 
rogue in the process of seducing his wife . 
The irony of the invocation of St. Thomas is even 
more in evidence when the representations of St. Thomas 
during the medieval era are t aken i nto account. In the 
Genes i s account of the flood, and in its counterpart, 
the medieval mystery plays, Noah r eceives a special 
reve lation warning him of impending doom. After the 
flood, God gives the r ainbow as a symbol of His promise 
never t o purify the earth again by means of a flood. The 
r a inbow, of course , could be seen by anyone who took t he 
time to gaze up into the sky . Ruth Cline points out tha t 
this is one of t he pos itions given to St. Thomas in 
l egendary art . 
The incredulity of Thomas the Apostle , •.• 
i s well known . Tha t this attr ibute of Thomas 
the Apostle was a popular tradition may be 
seen in legendary art which r epr esents him 
a s either placing his hand with an expression 
of doubt and fear, on the wounds of the Savior; 
or, his doubts being removed, he is gazing 
upwards in adoration and wonder.71 
71c1. 482 1.ne, p . • 
Miss Cline, however, does not explain one detail 
of the legendary art work, and in the case of St. Thomas 
and the "Miller ' s Ta l e " the detail is significant. It 
was customary in the art forms of the day to present a 
saint ' s l ife in serial f ashion. In some cases this was 
done by a "storied window" in which occurred a sequence 
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of small pictures depicting, chronologically , the important 
events in the saint's life . This serial idea was a lso 
done by sculptors, and in this form, the hagiography was 
presented by placing a number of small statues of the 
saint side by side so that as the eye moved from left 
to right (provided one knew the hagiogr aphy) it would be 
possible t o r econs truct the llfe of the saint chronologically 
from the poses depicting the particular events . St. Thomas 
was one of the more popular saints and it was quite 
common to s ee his life seri ally depicted. In this serial • 
presentation of St. Thomas ' s h agiograph y , usually the 
fir s t s t a tue i s the one depicting his doubt by placing 
his hands on Christ, and the last one i s t he one where 
he is depicted gazing up into heaven. The significant 
detail of this l as t picture i s that he assumes this 
"reve latory pose" s itting in~ boat or !!B. ark. 72 .In the 
Chaucerian account of the flood, Nicholas a l so assumes a 
7
2t.tale , p . 303 , Fig. 147 , Legend of St. Thomas. 
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revelatory pose ("Nicholas sat evere capying upright A 3444 ), 
and it is in this pos ition that he rece ives his " special 
revelation." However, John, the " sely carpenter" who h as 
invoked St. Thomas, (a symbol which should have, along with 
the other evidence, opened his eyes) ironically, shows 
his complete disda in for the whole idea of " gazing upward" 
because of a student he knew who asstnned the same position 
and ended up in a "marl pit." Nevertheless, in spite of 
it all, John be lieves wha t "hende Nicholas" t e lls him and 
although his " ark of salvation" does not l and in a "marl" 
pit per se, the docking i s something l ess than Mount 
Arar a t. The irony i s tha t if John had just once " gazed 
upward, 11 as his p a tron saint _symbolically told him, he 
would have rece ived the r evelation he needed . On the 
other hand, he did eventually r eceive the r evel a tion he 
needed, but obviously, not the one he wanted. 
Sandwiched be tween the t wo invocations t o St. Thomas 
i s a special prayer, by John for Nicholas, to help h eal 
the illness which has r esulted in Nicholas's assuming 
the r evel atory pose . 
This carpent er to blessen hym bigan , 
And seyde, "Help us, seinte Frydeswyde! 
(A 3448-49) 
The invocation of St. Frydeswyde to heal Nicholas is jus t 
as appropriate as th e i nvocation of St. Thomas (a carpenter 
invoked by a carpenter), because St. Frydeswyde was noted 
for her ability to hea l. 
That she was ce l ebra t ed in t he time of Chaucer 
for proficiency in the art of h ealing is seen 
in the fac t that her present shrine which 
was r econstructed on the plan of tha t built 
for her in the latter ha l f of the thi rteenth 
century, has woven among i:s c15vings l e aves which h ave healing properties . 
To this Miss Cline adds tha t 
The situation in lines A,3442-52 is jus t such 
as to call forth an expletive of this sort. 
The carpenter thinks that Nichol as is ill; 
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he has been s tudying magic too much. Ther efore, 
he does not s imply express his excitement 
by calling out the name "Frydeswyde, " but 
74 he calls direct l y for aid: "He l p us , Frydeswyde ." 
Skeat , as Miss Cline not es , also points out tha t since 
Frydeswyde 1 s priory was a t Oxford it is only natural for 
John t o invoke h er. 75 However , the f act tha t makes the 
invocation of St. Frydeswyde i ronic i s tha t she is a l so 
"the guardian saint of Oxford Univers ity and Oxford University 
76 s tudents ," and "hende Nicholas" on whose beha lf the 
prayer i s made i s an Oxfordian . The r esult i s that in 
spite of the appropr iateness of the invocat ion , the 
" sely carpent er" is unwittingl y praying for his own 
downfall. If St. Frydeswyde h e l ps "hende Nichol as" as 
73c1 · 1ne , p. 481. 
74 I b id ., p. 482. 
7~Ib id . 
76 
Donald Attwat er, The Penguin Dictionary of Sa ints 
(Ba ltimore: Penguin Books, 1965), p . 142 . 
John reques ts, then John will become a cuckold by the 
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grace of one of God's saints. 
The next saintly invocation is made by means of the 
symbol by which this particular saint was generally 
identified. As indicated, it was common to identify 
a saint by a particular symbol, e . g., St. Dunstan and 
the pincers , etc . In the "Tale" Absalon, the would-be 
courtly lover, approaches the "sely" carpenter's house 
at exactly the same time that Nicholas and Alison are 
about to consunnnate their des ires. Absalon s t arts to 
serenade Alison, and Alison, afraid that he will wake 
up John, her husband, and therefore expose her, attempts 
to get Absalon to s top his siµg ing. Absalon r efuses to 
quit until he has h ad at l eas t a kiss . Alison consents , 
and t e lls Absalon to ge t r eady. 
Derk was the nyght as pich, or as the cole, 
And at the wyndow out sh e putte hir hole, 
And Absalon, hym fil no be t ne wers , 
But with his mouth he kiste h ir naked ers 
Abak he stirte, and thoughte it was amys , 
For wel he wiste a womrnan hath no berd. 
(A 3731- 37 
Absalon, of course, is soon awar e of what he h as done, 
but the symbolic image that r eveal s his humiliation is 
identified by Nicholas. 
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rt i s also interesting t o note that in the stained 
glass present ation of St. Frydeswyde she i s depicted in 
the position of gazing up to heaven, and beneath her i s 
76 · 
a boa t floating in water . The image serves to r e inforce 
the bas ic theological symbolism of the t a l e . See the 
plate facing p . 108 of Bell' s The Saints in Christian Art. 
"A herd! a herd!" quod hende Nicholas, 
"By Goddes corpus, this goth faire and weel." 
(A 3742-43) 
77 
The reason for the repetitive exuberance with which Nicholas 
fastens upon the device of the beard is seen in the life 
of that saint corranonly symbolized by a beard. Milburn 
identifies her as Uncumber (Wilgefortis) and points 
out that she "is shown in Westmins t er Abbey: 
as a woman with long hair and a full beard. 
Coulson' s entry r eads: 
Wilgefortis or Liberata 
1178 
This i s a pious fiction t o end al l pious 
fictions . It is the s tory of a girl who ••• 
took a vow of virginity, and her prayers for 
protection against her suit ors were answer ed 
when she started to grow a beard . Her ira t e 
father h ad h er crucified. 
In England she was known as St. Uncumber 
because she was thought to deliver women 
who were encumbered (sic) by an unwanted and 
troublesome husband. St. Thomas More tells 
u s tha t her image \)earded] i n St. Paul s 
was, ther ef~re, much f r equent ed by t he matrons 
of London. 
The irony of the implied i nvocation is twofold : no_t only 
does Alison get "protection" against the unwanted suitor 
Absalon by means of a misplaced beard and kiss, but 
ironically she is symbolically t e lling her "unwant ed and 
troublesome husband" what to do, namely, kiss my beard. 
7~ilburn, p. 243. 
79coulson , pp. 767-68. 
I 
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The final saintly invocation in "The Miller's Tale " is 
spoken by Gerveys the Blacksmith. Absolon h as jus t gone 
through the experience of the "misplaced kiss ," and i s no 
doubt longing for a solitary life . As a ma tter of fact he 
has just sworn off h aving anything more to do with women , 
thereby implying a vow of chastity. Absolon wanders into 
Gerveys ' s shop and because he looks thoroughly dejected 
Gerveys needles him by saying , 
What Abs olon! for Christes sweet e tree , 
Why rise ye so r a the? ey , benedicitee! 
What eyl e th yow? Som gay gerl , God it woot, 
Hath brought yow thus upon the viritoot. 
By seint e Note, ye woot wel what I mene . 
(A 3777-81) 
Gerveys, although he is kidding Absolon, is unaware of the 
sharpness of the point of his needle . It i s in fact a 
multi- edged sword . First, as Agnus MacDonald indicat es , 
the las t h alf of the t er m "viritoot" i s probably a pun, 
and may have r eminded him (Absoloaj of "toute or towte . . ' 
'buttocks , b acks ide 1 • 1180 However, the idea of the pun and 
the i r ony of the passage i s s trengthened if the visual 
representations of the Saint ' s life are recalled. St. 
Neot ' s life was illustra ted in serial form in a s tained 
glass window at Cornwall, but it was a l so common to identify 
St. Neot with wha t h as been called the "Creation Window. " 
In this l atter r epresent ation, Neot i s in the foreground and 
a nude coup l e (presumably meant to be Adam and Eve ) are in 
80 
Ma cDonald, p. 237. 
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the background. 81 In Chaucer's era the majority of these 
windows were without superscription, and in view of the 
"nude couple" background in Absolon's humiliation scene, 
his implied vow of chastity, and the "toute" pun, it seems 
safe to asstnne that the invocation of St. Neot, ~nwittingly 
employed by Gerveys, is intentionally ironic. 
81woode forde , Plate 36. 
CONCLUSION 
The presence o f ironi c implications in a number of 
Chaucer's allus ions t o the saints should now be appar ent. 
Many of these r e f er ences ser ve to h e i gh t en an already 
ironic theme , as in the invocation of the 11doubting Thomasr:i 
by the credulou s carpenter in 11The Miller' s Ta l e . 11 Other s 
serve to sugges t or predict an ironic outcome , as does 
the invoca tion of St. Cuthbert in "The Reeve ' s Tale. 11 
Often the i nvoca tion expands the nuances of char acterizat ion , 
as does the Wife of Bat h ' s invocation of St. J oce . And 
frequently the subtle ties of an a lready compl ex situa tion 
are ampli f i ed by a saintly r e f er ence , as in J anuarie ' s 
invoca tions of th e Virgin Saint Mar y in 11The Mer chant' s Tal e . 11 
Enough evidence ex i s t s , then, t o sugges t tha t Chaucer' s 
invocations of the Saints ar e not mer e l y b i t s of veris imilitude 
thrown in to punctuat e the conver sation of his pil gr ims . 
While more ext ens ive s tudy will certainly be neces s ar y t o 
explicat e a ll or even mos t of these r efer ences , I fee l 
that this s tudy proves at l eas t that such s tudy c an be 
rewarding . The r ecover y o f the context of these a llus i ons 
is diff icult, a s the pr oblems which beset my investigations 
t estify, but . it is not imposs ible, and the r ewards ar e great . 
APPENDIX 
INCIDENCE OF SAINTLY REFERENCES IN THE TALES* 
Tale Number 
General Prologue . 13 
The Knight's Tale 1 
The Miller's Tale 7 
The Reeve 's Tale 3 
The Cook' s Tale 0 
The Man of Law's Tale 7 
The Wife of Bath's Tale 9 
The Friar's Tale 6 
The Sununoner 's Tale 7 
The Clerk ' s Tale 1 
The Merchant's Tale 4 
The Squire's Ta le 1 
The Franklin' s Tale 0 
The Physician ' s Tale 0 
The Pardoner ' s Tale 7 
The Shipman's Tale 10 
The Prior ess ' s Tale 3 
The Tale of Sir Thopas 2 
The Tale of Melibee 11 
The Monk's Tale 2 
The Nun's Priest's Tale 5 
The Second Nun's Tale 10 
The Canon' s Yeoman's Tale 5 
The Manciple's Tale 0 
The Parson's Tale 97 
Total 208 
*The lis t includes not only genuine r efer ences t o 
historical personages but also place names, and, on 
several occasions, allusions to a saint not named in the 
text. 
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